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ABSTRACT
This dissertation is a study of George Bernard Shaw's
use of characters, situations, plots, and themes parallel to
certain characters, situations, plots, and themes of
Shakespeare's plays and of the philosophic differences which
Shaw felt to exist between the two playwrights, as those
differences are revealed by Shaw's treatment of these
Shakespearean materials in his plays.

First, an analysis

of Shaw's Shakespearean criticism reveals that Shaw consis
tently criticized Shakespeare on the following grounds:
(1) that Shakespeare usually accepted the conventional moral
ity of his time instead of working out an original morality
or philosophy; (2) that Shakespeare's plays are romantic and
pessimistic, rather than realistic and optimistic; (3) that
as a result they glorify sexual love, suicide and selfcentered individualism; (4) that Shakespeare's characters are
motivated in accordance with a romantic, rather than a real
istic, conception of the world; and (5) that Shakespeare's
powerful blank verse is often used to cover up a lack of
meaning in the plays.
An analysis of five short dramatic works overtly linked
iv

to Shakespeare (the "Macbeth Skit," The Dark Lady of the
Sonnets, The Admirable Bashville, Shakes versus Shay, and
Cymbeline Refinished) and two major ones (Caesar and
Cleopatra and Saint Joan) indicates that each of these works
embodies in dramatic form one or more of these five funda
mental criticisms of Shakespeare.

Next, a comparison of

Shaw's Andrew Undershaft with Shakespeare's Richard III and
Edmund reveals that these characters are very much alike in
a number of important ways but that they differ in several
respects which reflect some of Shaw's five fundamental criti
cisms of Shakespeare:

Undershaft is not presented as a

villain, though Richard and Edmund are; Undershaft does not
flout a morality in which he believes, as they do, but he
substitutes for the received morality an original morality
which he considers better; and Undershaft's actions do not
merely serve his personal aims, as theirs do, but are de
signed to effect an improvement of society.

A similar

comparison of Shaw's Sergius and Don Juan to Shakespeare's
Hamlet reveals that these figures also are alike in a number
of important respects.

Shaw's treatment of Sergius differs,

however, from Shakespeare's treatment of Hamlet in that,
though Sergius, like Hamlet, accepts the received morality
of his society, Shaw provides him with a foil, the realist
Bluntschli, who demonstrates an original morality which is

better suited to the facts of life.

Don Juan needs no such

foil because he himself has a purposeful and realistic opti
mism which contrasts sharply with the romantic pessimism and
despair of Hamlet.
A comparison of Heartbreak House and King Lear indicates
that they share a number of parallels in character, situar
tion, technique and theme but that whereas King Lear conveys,
at least to Shaw, a feeling of pessimism and despair,
Heartbreak House concludes with a strong suggestion that
improved religious and economic systems will replace those
that have been destroyed.

A comparison of Pygmalion and The

Taming of the Shrew reveals that though there are many simi
larities in the basic plot of the two, the differences in
the methods used by the leading men to transform the leading
women and the differences in the final attitudes of these
men and women to one another reveal that Shakespeare accepted
the traditional morality of his time whereas Shaw rejected it
and substituted an original morality.
Thus, Shaw's plays do show many parallels to the works
of Shakespeare.

Further, in Shaw's transformation of the

material he borrowed from Shakespeare he reveals the philo
sophic differences between himself and Shakespeare which he
had analyzed earlier in his Shakespearean criticism.

CHAPTER I
SHAW'S SHAKESPEARE CRITICISM
"Better than Shakespear?” is the question George
Bernard Shaw raised about his Caesar and Cleopatra in the
Preface to Three Plays for Puritans in 1900, and at that
time he answered the question in the negative, asserting
that he did not "profess to write better plays" than
Shakespeare but only to "have something to say" which
Shakespeare did not say.^

Five years later, however, when

Shaw summarized his views on Shakespeare for The Daily
News of London in April, 1905, he included as number 9
the following assertion:
Not, as has been erroneously stated, that I
could write a better play than As You Like
It, but that I actually have written much
better ones, and in fact, never wrote
anything, and never intend to write anything,
half so bad in matter. (In manner and art
nobody can write better than Shakespear,
because, carelessness apart, he did the thing

^Complete Plays With Prefaces (New York: Dodd,
Mead & Company, 1962), III, lii, lvi, lix. Except where
otherwise noted, all references to Shaw's plays and
prefaces are to this edition. References to the plays
will be made parenthetically in the text.
1

as well as it can be done within the limits
of human faculty.)^
Nevertheless, in spite of these rather direct invitations to
critics of the drama to make a comparison between his plays
and those of Shakespeare, and in spite of the sensational
effect produced by much of Shaw's Shakespearean criticism
in the columns of The Saturday Review and elsewhere, no
detailed comparison of more than a very few of the plays
of Shakespeare and Shaw has yet been made.
The reasons for the neglect of Shaw's suggestions in
this regard are probably the same as the reasons for the
relative neglect of all of his Shakespeare criticism:

the

audacity of most of Shaw's strictures on Shakespeare has
led many critics to ignore them as irreverent jests or to
try to explain them away as grounded in motives which rob
them of validity as serious criticism.
One explanation advanced for somerof Shaw's
Shakespearean criticism is that it is aimed not at
Shakespeare but at the adaptations and mutilations of
Shakespeare by such actors and producers as Augustin Daly,

^Shaw on Shakespeare: An Anthology of Bernard Shaw's
Writings on the Plays and Production of Shakespeare, ed.
Edwin Wilson (New York: E. P. Dutton & Co., Inc., 1961),
p. 4.

Beerbohm Tre6, and Sir Henry Irving,^ and therefore actually
constitutes praise of Shakespeare's plays and reproach only
of those who feel the need of "improving" Shakespeare, an
undertaking which, in Shaw's words,
. . . no doubt presents itself to the adapter's
mind as one of masterly amelioration, but which
must necessarily be mainly one of debasement
and mutilation whenever, as occasionally happens,
the adapter is inferior to the author.^Certainly it is one of the purposes of some of Shaw's
Shakespearean criticism to put an end to such practices,
but that explanation does not apply to the large body of
criticism of the plays in the form in which they have come
down to us.
Archibald Henderson, Shaw's authorized biographer, finds
two additional motives for Shaw's Shakespearean criticism,
asserting first that "Shaw's crusade against Bardolatry is
one of the most amusing of his campaigns to attract atten
tion," and subsequently that "Shaw's assault on Shakespeare
was a counter-attack" to the attack on Ibsen by the majority

^See, for example, Harold Fromm, Bernard Shaw and the
Theater in the Nineties; A Study of Shaw's Dramatic
Criticism (Lawrence, Kansas: University of Kansas Press,
1967), pp. 123-30.
^Preface to Plays Unpleasant, Complete Plays With
Prefaces, III, xxi.

of the drama critics and members of the London theatrical
world of the nineties.-*

Some support for both of these

explanations can be found in Shaw's own words.

In

Everybody1s Political What1s What he declares that
It is always necessary to overstate a
case startingly to make people sit up
and listen to it, and to frighten them
into acting on it. I do this myself
habitually and deliberately.
Such an assertion certainly suggests the possibility that
the extravagance of Shaw's statements about Shakespeare is
deliberately designed to gain attention, though it does not
negate the possibility that there is at the same time a
serious basis for these statements.

Furthermore, Shaw's

recollection that "it was the overwhelming contrast with
Ibsen that explains my Saturday Review campaign against
the spurious part of Shakespear's reputation"^ lends
credence to the second motive advanced by Henderson.
Nevertheless, as has been pointed out by several

^Bernard Shaw: Playboy and Prophet (New York:
D. Appleton & Company^ 1932;, pp. 317, 3120.
^Quoted by Albert H. Silverman in "Bernard Shaw's
Shakespeare Criticism," PMLA, 72 (1957), 736.
7sixteen Self Sketches (New York:
1949), p. 153; quoted by Fromm, p» 114.

Dodd, Mead & Company,

5
critics,® Shaw continued his campaign against Shakespeare
long after the battle to establish Ibsen and the New Drama
on the English stage had been won.

In 1927, for example,

Shaw is reported as having replied to a question about the
moral value of Antony and Cleopatra,
Moral value! . . . It has no moral value
whatever. I always think of what Dr. Johnson
said: "Sir, the long and short of it is, the
woman's a whore!" You can't feel any sympathy
with Antony after he runs away disgracefully
from the battle of Actium because Cleopatra
did. If you knew anyone who did that you'd
spit in his face. All Shakespeare's rhetoric
and pathos cannot reinstate Antony after that,
or leave us with a single good word for his
woman.^
In addition, in 1937 Shaw provided Cymbeline with a revised
last act, Cymbeline Refinished, and although he asserted
that his version was offered only to those producers who
would otherwise cut Shakespeare's last act and was not
intended for those who "have the courage and good sense to
present the original word-for-word as Shakespear left it,

®For example, Maurice Colbourne, The Real Bernard Shaw
(New York: Philosophical Library, 1949), p. 87; Gordon W.
Couchman, "Antony and Cleopatra and the Subjective Con
vention," PMLA, 76 (1961), 424; and Silverman, p.v>733.
^A.D., "Mr. Shaw on Heroes," Liverpool Post,
19 Oct. 1927, photostatic copy obtained from City Librarian
of Liverpool by Couchman and quoted in "Antony and Cleopatra
and the Subjective Convention," p. 421.

and the means to do justice to the masque,"^® nevertheless,
the mere fact of his writing such a substitute seems to imply
a criticism of Shakespeare's last act and to indicate that
Shawls penchant for comparing his own ability as a playwright
to that of Shakespeare continued unabated.

Finally, one of

Shaw's very last plays, the brief, whimsical puppet play
Shakes versus Shay, written only a year before Shaw's death,
shows the two authors in physical and verbal conflict, the
question at issue being which is the better playwright, and
this little playlet, brief as it is, repeats some of the
criticisms of Shakespeare which Shaw has insisted upon
throughout all his pronouncements on Shakespeare.
Thus, it is apparent that although Shaw did indeed have
a number of motives in his Shakespearean criticism, some
of which had little to do with the value of Shakespeare's
work itself, nevertheless, there is, underneath all the
ulterior motives, a solid groundwork of criticism which Shaw
himself took seriously throughout his career as critic and
playwright.

Before any extensive comparison of the plays

of the two authors is undertaken, then, it should be instruc
tive to examine Shaw's Shakespearean criticism in an attempt

"^Foreword to Cymbeline Refinished, Complete Plays With
Prefaces, IV, 787.

to discover the basis of Shaw's real complaints against
Shakespeare and the ways in which he felt Shakespeare's
plays could be improved upon.
The two quotations from Shaw with which this chapter
opens both indicate that it is with Shakespeare's matter,
not his art, that Shaw quarrels.

While the second seems to

say that Shaw can write better plays than Shakespeare, it
qualifies that statement by the phrase "in matter" and adds
that Shakespeare's art cannot be exceeded, so that the
apparent contradiction between this statement and the one
five years earlier dissolves.

In addition, following his

remark, quoted above, that "the overwhelming contrast with
Ibsen" explains Shaw's "Saturday Review campaign against
the spurious part of Shakespear's reputation," Shaw comments
"The notion that I ever claimed crudely that my plays, or
anybody's plays, were better written than Shakespear's, is
absurd."

11

The stress here is on the superlative quality of

the manner in which the plays are written, as opposed to the
lesser quality of their matter.
But to Shaw the matter was by far the most important
element of a play.

One of the early analysts of Shaw's

Shakespearean criticism, Wilhelm Rehbach, points out that

“
^ Sixteen Self Sketches, p. 154.

although Shaw praised Shakespeare for his comic power, the
music of his language and his incomparable art, he mentioned
these praiseworthy elements infrequently in comparison to his
numerous adverse criticisms of Shakespeare.

The relative

infrequency of this praise may be accounted for partly by
Shaw's feeling that the merit of these elements is already
universally acknowledged and therefore needs no reinforce
ment from him, but it certainly also indicates his belief
that the artistic aspects of drama are of much less interest
and importance than its substance. 12

Indeed, in opposition

to the "art for art's sake" theory that was widely held in
his time, Shaw declared flatly, "'for art's sake' alone I
would not face the toil of writing a single sentence.
Both as a drama critic and as a playwright he was frankly
committed to didacticism, looking upon the theater almost
as a pulpit and considering it to be the true arena for the
discussion of the great and eternal problems of life as they
presented themselves in contemporary society.

In his own

words, he "claimed for it [the theater) , that it is as

19

"Shaw's 'Besser als Shakespeare,'" Shakespeare
jahrbuch, 52 (1916), 100.
lO

"Epistle Dedicatory" to Man and Superman, Complete
Plays With Prefaces, III, 513-14.

9
important as the Church was in the Middle Ages and much more
important than the Church was in London” at the time he was
writing.^

Similarly, in the “Rejected Statement” which is

part of the Preface to The Shewing Up of Blanco Posnet, Shaw
spoke of ’’the immense importance of the theatre as a most
powerful instrument for teaching the nation how and what to
think and feel.
In the same statement Shaw wrote of his own practice as
a playwright:
My reputation has been gained by my persistent
struggle to force the public to reconsider its
morals. . . . I write plays with the deliberate
object of converting the nation to my opinions
in these matters. I have no other effectual
incentive to write plays, as I am not dependent
on the theatre for my livelihood.^
It should be stressed that in this account of his purpose
in writing plays Shaw did not talk about using the theater
to teach the old, established truths, but instead to "force
the public to reconsider its morals."

Because of his

belief in creative evolution, Shaw did not believe in

"The Author's Apology” to Our Theatres in the
Nineties, reprinted in The Complete Prefaces of Bernard Shaw
(London: Paul Hamlyn Ltd., 1965), p. 779.
^ Complete Plays With Prefaces, V, 200.
16ibid., p. 190.

absolute truths; in the absence of such truths, he asserted
that since both spirit and matter are evolving toward some
desirable perfection in the far distant future, it is the
responsibility of every age to make some advance in that
direction by evaluating afresh all the beliefs it has re
ceived from the preceding age, discarding those which are no
longer appropriate to the contemporary conditions of life,
and substituting new ones which are appropriate. 17

Only in

this way can be achieved that "Weltverbesserung" which, as
Rehbach points out, was for Shaw the highest interest in art
and in life.^®
Thus, the great function of the theater, in Shaw's
view, is both intellectual and religious, the re-evaluation,
in every age, of the conventional morality of the times in
the light of the realities of that age.

The merit of a

writer is therefore judged not primarily by his artistic
ability, but by the quality of the morality expressed in his
works.

Writers of the first order write "fictions in which

the morality is original and not ready-made"

(a category

Shaw, The Quintessence of Ibsenism (New York:
Hill and Wang, Inc., 1961), pp. 152, 156-57, and passim.
■^Bernard

^"Shaw's 'Besser als Shakespeare,1" p. 92.

11
into which Shaw himself falls), whereas "by writers of the
second order the ready-made morality is accepted as the basis
of all moral judgment and criticism of the characters they
p o r t r a y .

"19

shaw places Shakespeare in this second category

because he feels that very rarely does Shakespeare's work
show any traces of original morality.

Shaw asserts, for

example, that it is only by contrast with most of
Shakespeare's other works that Hamlet stands out so
prominently, for
Shakespear's morality is a mere reach-me-down;
and because Hamlet does not feel comfortable in
it and struggles against the misfit, he suggests
something better, futile as his struggle is, and
incompetent as Shakespear shews himself in his
effort to think out the revo
against ready-made morality.
As a result of his failure to rethink the beliefs
which his age had inherited from its predecessors,
Shakespeare presented in his plays a romantic,
than a realistic, view of life.

21

rather

At times Shaw gives

■^Postscript to the Preface to The Irrational Knot,
reprinted in Shaw on Shakespeare, pp. 229, 230.
20Ibid., p. 229.
^ T h e term "romantic" as used by Shaw has nothing to do
with the Romantic Movement in literature, but is used instead
in its everyday sense of "not squaring with the facts,"
"glamorized," and "unrealistic."

12
Shakespeare credit for having a more realistic view of life
than his age was ready to accept, as in points number 5 and
7 of the April, 1905, summary of Shaw's views on Shakespeare
in The Daily News of London:
5. That Shakespear found that the only thing
that paid in the theatre was romantic nonsense,
and that when he was forced by this to produce
one of the most effective samples of romantic
nonsense in existence-- a feat which he per
formed easily and well--he publicly disclaimed
any responsibility for its pleasant and cheap
falsehood by borrowing the story and throwing
it in the face of the public with the phrase
As You Like It.
7. That Shakespear tried to make the public
accept real studies of life and character in—
for instance--Measure for Measure and All's
Well That Ends Well; and that the public would
not have them, and remains of the same mind
still, preferring a fantastic sugar doll, like
Rosalind, to such serious and dignified studies
of women as Isabella and H e l e n a . ^
At other times, however, particularly in his comments
on Shakespeare's pessimism, Shaw seems to assume that
Shakespeare shared the romantic views which formed the
basis of many of his plays.

Shaw asserts that pessimism

is the natural outgrowth of a romantic view of life for the
man who is too intelligent to be entirely deceived by it
but too much paralyzed by conventional morality to break
free of it.

For example, in his "Better than Shakespear?"

^2shaw on Shakespeare, pp. 3 and 4.

13
comparing his own interpretations of Caesar and Cleopatra
with Shakespeare's interpretations of Antony and Cleopatra,
Shaw declares that
. . . after giving a faithful picture of the
soldier broken down by debauchery, and the
typical wanton in whose arms such men perish,
Shakespeare finally strains all his huge
command of rhetoric and stage pathos to give
a theatrical sublimity to the wretched end
of the business, and to persuade foolish
spectators that the world was well lost by
the twain. Such falsehood is-not to be
borne . . . . Woe to the poet who stoops to
such folly! The lot of the man who sees
life truly and thinks about it romantically
is Despair.^
In this passage Shaw reveals two of his strongest objec
tions to Shakespeare's plays, their frequent glorification
of sexual passion and their frequent glorification of sui
cide.

Sexual passion, he feels, should not be exalted in

tragedy but ridiculed in comedy:
Let realism have its demonstration, comedy its
criticism, or even bawdry its horselaugh at the
expense of sexual infatuation, if it must; but
to ask us to subject our souls to its ruinous
glamor, to worship it, deify it, and imply that
it alone makes our life worth living, is
nothing but folly gone mad erotically . . .
Ridiculing sexual passion will keep it in its proper place,

2^Complete Plays With Prefaces, III, lii-liii.
24ibid., p. liv.

14
but romanticizing it as a theme for tragedy will result in
its enslavement of man's mind and soul, which have more
serious business to attend to.
The glorification of suicide in Shakespeare's works Shaw
traces to Shakespeare's pessimism.

Lacking any philosophy of

life other than the "ready-made morality” which he accepted
because it was conventionally accepted but which he was too
intelligent not to find lacking in any real appropriateness
to the world and humanity as they actually are, Shakespeare
conceived of the world as "a great 'stage of fools' on
which he was utterly bewildered”25 and therefore he came
out of "his reflective period a vulgar pessimist, oppressed
with a logical demonstration that life is not worth living,
and only surpassing Thackeray in respect to being fertile
enough, instead of repeating Vanitas vanitatum at second
hand to work the futile doctrine differently and better in
such passages as Out, out, brief candle."

9

Opposing courageous realism to such romantic pessimism,
Shaw insists that
Surely the time is past for patience with

^"Epistle Dedicatory," Man and Superman, Complete
Plays With Prefaces, III, 509.
^^Shaw on Shakespeare, p. 5.

15
writers who, having to choose between giving
up life in despair and discarding the trumpery
moral kitchen scales in which they try to
weigh the universe, superstitiously stick to
the scales, and spend the rest of the lives
they pretend to despise in breaking men's
spirits.27
Shaw's own positive view of life is apparent in his declara
tion that "Life is no 'brief candle' for me.

It is a sort of

splendid torch, which I have got hold of for the moment; and
I want to make it burn as brightly as possible before handing
it on to future generations."

28

Thus, both romanticism and pessimism are major defects
in a work to Shaw since both stand in the way of any effec
tive improvement of the world or the people in it, roman
ticism because it fails to see the world as it really is
and consequently enslaves man to false ideals, and pessimism
because it causes man to give up in despair.

Most of the

other defects which Shaw finds in Shakespeare's plays are
related to these two elements, romanticism and pessimism,
which are so repellent to Shaw.
For example, Shaw criticizes the motivation of

27preface to Three Plays for Puritans, Complete Plays
With Prefaces, III, liii.
^ A r c h i b a l d Henderson, Interpreters of Life and the
Modern Spirit (New York: M :.tchell Kennerley, 1910), p. 315.

16
Shakespeare's characters as having been imposed externally on
the basis of romantic expectations about how they should
behave in their respective situations rather than having been
derived from the inner natures of the characters:
{

. . . all Shakespear's projections of the
deepest humanity he knew have the same defect:
their characters and manners are lifelike; but
their actions are forced on them from without,
and the external force is grotesquely inappro
priate except when it is quite conventional,
as in the case of Henry V.
Shaw mentions some exceptions to this rule--Falstaff, who is
"self-acting,” and Faulconbridge, Coriolanus and Leontes,
whose actions grow out of their "instinctive temperaments,11
for example.

But Shaw insists that a true evaluation of

Shakespeare's motivation of his characters must be based on
"those characters into which he puts what he knows of him
self, his Hamlets and Macbeths and Lears and Prosperos,"
and the actions of those characters, Shaw intimates, arise
from very romantic conceptions of themselves and their
situations.

They are "agonizing in a void about factitious

melodramatic murders and revenges and the like, whilst the
comic characters walk with their feet on solid ground.
Thus, Shakespeare's romantic view of life has crippled his

29

"Epistle Dedicatory," Man and Superman, Complete Plays
With Prefaces, III, 509.

17
power to motivate his characters credibly.
In addition, Shaw feels that these characters are dom
inated by one of the worst of the romantic traits encouraged
by the Renaissance, an exaggerated, self-absorbing individ
ualism.

Contrasting Shakespeare and Bunyan, Shaw refers to

the former as ’’the fashionable author who could see nothing
in the world but personal aims and the tragedy of their
disappointment or the comedy of their incongruity," while
Bunyan transcended such puny personal motives and "achieved
virtue and courage by identifying himself with the purpose
of the world as he understood it."

To emphasize the con

trast, Shaw continues:
This is the true joy in life, the being used
for a purpose recognized by yourself as a
mighty one; the being thoroughly worn out
before you are thrown on the scrap heap; the
being a force of Nature instead of a feverish
selfish little clod of ailments and grievances
complaining that the world will not devote
itself to making you happy.^0
However, Shakespeare's characters are not motivated by
purposes which transcend themselves.

They are, instead,

"all completely satisfied that if they would only to their
own selves be true they could not then be false to any

on

"Epistle Dedicatory," Man and Superman, Complete Plays
With Prefaces, III, pp. 510-11.

man . . .

as if they were beings in the air, without public

responsibilities of any kind."*^
This glorification of self-centered individualism, the
glorification of sex, and the glorification of suicide are
the major elements stemming from romanticism and pessimism
which Shaw sees as flaws in the matter presented by
Shakespeare's plays.

Most of his other adverse criticisms

of Shakespeare are stated in the negative, in terms of what
he looks for in the plays and fails to find.

He finds no

"portrait of a prophet or a worthy leader," but only men
entirely obsessed with their own petty concerns; "no con
structive ideas . . .

no leading thought or inspiration for

which any man could conceivably risk the spoiling of his
hat in a shower, much less his life," but only sterile
09
platitudes,
no trace of "statesmanship, or even citizen
ship, or any sense of the commonwealth, material or spirit
ual," and no hint of "faith, hope, courage, conviction, or
any of the true heroic qualities," but instead only "death
made sensational, despair made stage-sublime, sex made

31
Preface to Saint Joan, Complete Plays With Prefaces,
II, 312.
■^"Epistle Dedicatory," Man and Superman, Complete Plays
With Prefaces, III, 508.

19
romantic, and barrenness covered up by sentimentality and the
mechanical lilt of blank

v e r s e . 1' ^

Furthermore, as indicated by this last phrase, "barrenness covered up by sentimentality and the mechanical lilt of
blank verse,” although Shaw often praises Shakespeare for his
"word music,” he also quite often implies that the music of
Shakespeare's lines is used to cover up a "poverty of
meaning,” and that what is left when the music is removed by
paraphrasing the lines is either pious platitude or romantic
nonsense.^

In a review of a performance of Othello, for

example, he says of a speech of Othello that "tested by the
brain, it is ridiculous:

tested by the ear, it is sublime,”

and in the short story "A Dressing Room Secret," he allows
the bust of Shakespeare to describe Shakespeare's procedure
in composing Othello as follows:
I let myself go on the verse: thundering
good stuff it was: you could hear the souls
of the people crying out in the mere sound
of the lines. I didnt bother about the
sense— just flung about all the splendid
words I could find. Oh, it was noble, I
tell you: drums and trumpets; and the
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Shaw on Shakespeare, p. 232.

^ Shaw on Shakespeare, pp. 15, 143, 152, and 172. See
also the discussion of "Shakespeare's Word Music," in Fromm,
pp. 119-23.

j

20
Propontick and the Hellespont; and a
malignant and a turbaned Turk in Aleppo;
and eyes that dropt tears as fast as the
Arabian trees their medicinal gum: the
most impossible, far-fetched nonsense;
but such music 1^5
Obviously, no matter how much he might admire the music of
Shakespeare's language, Shaw, in view of his belief that the
matter of a literary work is far more important than its art,
could hardly approve of Shakespeare's foisting "the most
impossible, far-fetched nonsense" on the audience as profun
dity of thought and feeling through his skill in the use of
blank verse.

Furthermore, his strong belief that the drama

should present life realistically causes Shaw to prefer
prose to blank verse as the more natural medium for dramatic
dialogue.
The criteria by which Shaw judges Shakespeare's plays
and by which he constructs his own are thus derived as much
from his philosophy of life as from any literary or dramatic
theories.

In fact, Shaw's dramatic theories necessarily stem

from his view of life and his didactic view of drama.

His

assertion that the primary function of drama is the constant,
realistic re-evaluation of the morals and ideals of contem
porary society is the basic dogma of his dramatic creed, upon
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which all his other dramatic theories depend.

For example,

as Sylvan Barnet has pointed out, it is Shaw's teleological
view of life, as a creative evolutionist, that leads him to
exalt tragi-comedy over tragedy as the highest form of
drama.

The distinction which Shaw makes between tragi

comedy and pure tragedy is that in tragedy the downfall of
the hero, though brought about by his own tragic flaw, almost
invariably depends nevertheless upon some sort of accident,
an unfortunate combination of circumstances which brings
that tragic flaw into play, whereas in tragi-comedy the
hero's downfall is brought about as a logical consequence of
some false or wrong element in society:
. . . their [the heroes'1 existence and their
downfall are not soul-purifying convulsions of
pity and horror, but reproaches, challenges,
criticisms addressed to society and to the
spectator as a voting constituent of society.
They are miserable and yet not hopeless; for
they are mostly criticisms of false intellectual
positions which, being intellectual, are remedi
able by better thinking.^
Thus, tragi-comedy is realistic but not pessimistic because
in it the downfall of the hero is brought about by a

36”Bernard Shaw on Tragedy," PMLA, 71 (1956), 888-89.
37prom "Tolstoy:
Shakespeare, p. 254.

Tragedian or Comedian," Shaw on

22
remediable circumstance, whereas pure tragedy is pessimistic
because there the cause of the downfall is a combination of
imperfectible human nature with ungovernable accidents of
fate.
In accordance with this view that tragi-comedy deals
with remediable circumstances, the comic element in tragi
comedy is satire designed to expose those aspects of society
and of individual man which are in need of remedy.

Hence,

tragi-comedy presents a realistic view of the world, and its
bitterness is not the bitterness of pessimism but that of
the ridicule which chastens and thereby corrects wrongs.^8
This definition of tragi-comedy helps to explain why
Shaw, with his dislike of pessimism, should consistently
single out for praise the three plays of Shakespeare, var
iously referred to as the "dark comedies," the "bitter
comedies," and the "problem comedies," which have puzzled
many critics by their pessimistic view of man--All's Well
That Ends Well, Measure for Measure, and Troilus and
Cressida.

For Shaw there is no "problem" in connection with

these plays.

He considers them anticipations of the modern

form of tragi-comedy, and sees their bitter view of humanity

3^Shaw on Shakespeare, pp. 252-53.

23
not as pessimistic, but as realistic„

These are plays of

disillusionment, and as Archibald Henderson has pointed out,
the process of disillusionment is an important element in all
of Shaw's plays, since it is by getting rid of romantic
illusions that man can come to view life realistically.
Thus, disillusionment is not a step toward pessimism or
despair but a necessary step toward the improvement of the
world since before one can begin to correct a bad situation
one must first see it as it really is, without any illusions
about it.

^9

That such disillusionment is, in Shaw's view, a process
leading, not to despair, but to a reinvigoration of the
person whose eyes have been newly opened to the realities of
the world is indicated by his account of the "access of
power" which he feels must have come to Shakespeare when,
in the process of writing Troilus and Cressida, he discovered
. . . that his cynical view of the Trojan
war was only an imperfect apprehension and
limited application of the follies, futili
ties, base necessities, infatuated beliefs
in free well [sic], and self deceptions too
subtle and manifold for the most acute and
patient judgment to unravel, which are
common to all humanity, which impart an
aspect of mingled farce and tragedy to
even the noblest lives, and which the

OQ

Interpreters of Life, pp. 320-21.
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conventional decorations of romance only
obscure or tacitly deny.^®
The tragedies of Shakespeare, on the other hand, not
only do not rid man of his romantic illusions, but actually
tend to exalt those illusions.

As Albert H. Silverman has

pointed out, Shaw considers Shakespeare's tragedies to be
melodramas because their characters are depicted, not as
realistic human beings, but as either heroes or villains.^
By contrast, in the preface to his own Saint Joan Shaw
remarks:
A villain in a play can never be anything
more than a diabolus ex machina, possibly
a more exciting expedient than a deus ex
machina, but both equally mechanical, and
therefore interesting only as mechanism.
It is . . . what normally innocent people
do that concerns us; and if Joan had not
been burnt by normally innocent people in
the energy of their righteousness, her death
at their hands would have no more signifi
cance than the Tokyo earthquake, which burnt
a great many maidens. The tragedy of such
murders is that they are not committed by
murderers. They are judicial murders, pious

^"Shaw's 1884 Lecture on 'Troilus and Cressida,'" ed.
Louis Crompton and Hilayne Cavanaugh, Shaw Review, 14
(1971), 67.

^"Bernard Shaw's Shakespeare Criticism," p. 726.
/o
Preface to Saint Joan, Complete plays With Prefaces,
II, 3:12-13.
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murders; and this contradiction at once
brings an element of comedy into the tragedy:
the angels may weep at the murder, but the
gods laugh at the murderers.^
The existence of such "pious murderers" is, of course, a
circumstance which is "remediable by better thinking," i.e.,
by greater realism; therefore, Saint Joan is a tragi-comedy,
whereas Macbeth, Othello, and King Lear, with their unreal
heroes and villains, are at best tragedies and at worst
melodramas.
A corollary of Shaw's insistence on the importance of
realism in the depiction of character is his insistence that
drama must also reflect realistically the action of social
morals and ideals on human beings.

The "new" drama of his

own time presents all human beings, no matter how warped or
depraved, as deserving of respect for their spiritual
potentialities and as deserving of compassion to the degree
that they have suffered at the hands of an outmoded or
unrealistic social morality.

Sh’
aw explains the gradual

development of this conception in drama by what he calls
"a general law of the evolution of ideas," that "every jest
is an earnest in the womb of time."^

Human sensibilities

/o
Preface to Saint Joan, Complete Plays With Prefaces,
II, 312-13.

^Quintessence of Ibsenism, p. 160.
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develop rather slowly, Shaw points out, so that what is con
sidered a fit subject for laughter and ridicule by one age
may require several generations to develop into a subject
which is considered a serious reproach to society.

Sometimes,

however, this transformation can be seen in the development
of a single character in a single author's work.

Thus,

although Shakespeare begins his characterization of Falstaff
as an "enormous joke and an exquisitely mimicked human type
. o . in the end the joke withers," and Shakespeare begins
to ask himself,

this really a laughing matter?"44

By

contrast, Shaw feels that Ibsen, the pioneer of the "new"
drama, treated all his characters with respect, no matter
how ridiculous they might appear.

"There is not one of

Ibsen's characters," Shaw avers, "who is not, in the old
t

phrase, the temple of the Holy Ghost, and who does not move
you at moments by the sense of that mystery.
This new conception of humanity Shaw considers to be an
essential feature of modern tragi-comedy, for "after all, the
salvation of the world depends on the men who will not take
evil good-humoredly, and whose laughter destroys the fool

J^ Quintessence of Ibsenism, p . 162.
45Ibid., p. 165.

instead of encouraging him."^

The bitter satire of tragi

comedy condemns the false morality of society which makes
ludicrous caricatures out of human beings like Falstaff whose
original potentialities, before such warping, are implied in
the statement that they are ’’temples of the Holy Ghost.”
Similarly, Shaw's conception of the ’’technical novelty”
in the "new" drama depends on his view of the fundamental
purpose of drama.

This technical novelty, in his interpre

tation, is that discussion has now become the primary element
in drama since only by such discussion can the playwright
illustrate the conflict between, on the one hand, the indi
vidual striving to realize himself and thereby contribute to
Weltverbesserung and, on the other hand, the moral and ideal
forces of society striving to inhibit that self-realization.
As a consequence of this shift of the interest in drama to
the conflict of ideas, action is no longer of much signifi
cance.

Thus, all the blood and thunder which was important

in the drama of action— battles, shipwrecks, fights, murders,
etc.--can be dispensed with since these are pure ’’accidents”
and have no importance for the discussion of ideas.

Such

accidents, asserts Shaw, ’’belong to the theatrical school of
the fat boy in Pickwick (* I wants to make your flesh creep'),

Quintessence of Ibsenism, p. 162.
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and, no matter how sensational they may be, are not in them
selves dramatic:
As a matter of fact no accident, however
sanguinary, can produce a moment of real
drama, though a difference of opinion
between husband and wife as to living in
town or country might be the beginning of
an appalling tragedy or a capital comedy.^-'
In accordance with this assumption, Shaw feels that in
Othello it is no conflict of ideas, but a mere mistake about
a handkerchief (an ’’accident,11 therefore), which brings about
the tragic downfall of Othello, and that the artificial con
trivance of such an accident to motivate the characters
decreases the interest of the play.

Shaw asserts that the

play would have been much more interesting to a modern
audience had it been written merely as a discussion of the
problems inevitably presented by a marriage between a simple
Moorish soldier and a sophisticated Venetian lady, but
As it is, the play turns on a mistake; and
though a mistake can produce a murder, which
is the vulgar substitute for a tragedy, it
cannot produce a real tragedy in the modern
sense.
A related element of the ’’new” drama, in Shaw's view,
is the presentation of realistic situations, situations

^ Quintessence of Ibsenism, pp. 179, 177.
48Ibid., p. 178.

involving the problems faced by everyday people in contem
porary life.

Shaw complains that Shakespeare put his char

acters into artifically devised situations which detract from
our interest in the plays since they have no application to
our own lives:
Our uncles seldom murder our fathers, and
cannot legally marry our mothers; we do not
meet witches; our kings are not as a rule
stabbed and succeeded by their stabbers;
and when we raise money by bills we do not
promise to pay pounds of our flesh.^
The writer of the "new11 drama, on the other hand, confronts
his characters with problems to which the audience feels a
direct personal relationship.

Instead of "manufacturing

interest and expectation with materials that have neither
novelty, significance, nor relevance to the experience or
prospects of the spectators," he is able to "stab people to
the heart by shewing them the meanness or cruelty of some
thing they did yesterday and intend to do tomorrow."

By

doing so, he is "teaching and saving his audience" and there
fore he is "as sure of their strained attention as a dentist
is, or the Angel of the Annunciation
Even the plot pales into insignificance in the modern
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50Ibid., pp. 182-83.

30
discussion play, and Shaw is obviously glad to see it go,
primarily because plot so often turns on ’’accidents" and
results in contrived situations.

He feels that

Plot has always been the curse of serious
drama, and indeed of serious literature
of any kind. It is so out-of-place there
that Shakespear never could invent one.
Unfortunately, instead of taking Nature's
hint and discarding plots, he borrowed
them all over the place and got into trouble
through having to unravel them in the last
act. . . .^1
This unravelling in the last act is another character
istic of Shakespearean drama of which Shaw disapproves, again
because it is unrealistic; in the drama of ideas the denoue
ment brought about by catastrophic actions has for the most
part been replaced by discussion because
. . . we have come to see that it is no
true denouement to cut the Gordian knot
as Alexander did with a stroke of the sword.
If people's souls are tied up by law and
public opinion it is much more tragic to
leave them to wither in these bonds than
to end their misery and relieve the salutary
compunction of the audience by outbreaks of
violence.52
Shaw is particularly opposed to death as an instrument
of the denouement.

In his remarks on Othello quoted above,

^Foreword to Cymbeline Refinished, Complete Plays With
Prefaces, IV, 784.
CO ’

Quintessence of Ibsenism, p. 180.
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Shaw refers to murder as "the vulgar substitute for a
tragedy," and in his discussion of Ibsen's plays he raises
the question whether the large number of characters who die
in Ibsen's last acts "die dramatically natural deaths" or are
"slaughtered in the classic and Shakespearean manner."
Though he does defend Ibsen against the charge that these
deaths are forced, Shaw nevertheless calls this charge
"perhaps the most plausible reproach levelled at Ibsen by
modern critics of his own school." 53

Furthermore, as

Silverman has pointed out, only two of Shaw's own plays end
with the death of the protagonist, and in each case Shaw has
added a scene after the death to avoid closing the play on
this note of finality.^
Such a note of finality at the end of a play Shaw con
siders very undesirable, for "the moment the dramatist gives
up accidents and catastrophes, and takes 'slices of life' as
his material, he finds himself committed to plays that have
no endings. "^5

He considers his own plays "interludes . . .

between two greater realities," the unwritten plays before

^ Quintessence of ibsenism, pp. 180-81.
-^"Bernard Shaw's Shakespeare Criticism," p. 727.
-^Preface to Three Plays by Brieux, Complete Prefaces,
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and after each,^6 and, in accordance with his philosophy that
life is a continual advancement toward the future, his plays
do not end with problems solved and matters neatly settled,
but often with uneasy truces among the adversaries and with
the protagonists about to embark on new courses of action
whose consequences are not easily predictable."^
This open-ended quality of Shaw's plays, as opposed to
the air of finality which he finds at the end of a
Shakespearean play, is related to Shaw's belief that the
audience should not be provided with easy judgments either in
the course of the play or at its end, but instead should be
forced to exercise its own critical powers in order to reach
a moral judgment.

Of Shakespeare's plays he complains that

most
. . . are presented with the moral judgment
hurled at the audience's head. If the
villain does not tell them for five solid

Paul Green, Dramatic Heritage (New York: Samuel
French Ltd., 1953), p. 125; quoted by Sylvan Barnet, "Bernard
Shaw on Tragedy," p. 899.
"^Felix Grendon, "Shakespeare and Shaw," Sewanee Review,
16 (April, 1908), 181, describes the conclusions of Shaw's
plays in terms similar to these, although earlier, p." 172,
he makes the statement that Shaw is so "explanatory" in his
plays that "he provides the commentator with no obscure
passages to interpret, no omissions to supply, no unsolved
problems upon which to speculate."
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minutes that he is a villain and glories
in his views, somebne else in the play
does. Everything is cut and dried.58
In direct contrast to this practice, the "new” drama not only
puts on the stage characters- who. are real human beings with
both strong qualities and weaknesses,

leaving it to the

audience to judge which are behaving badly and which behaving
well, but also sometimes deliberately misleads the audience
at the first of the play:
. . . the new school will trick the spectator
into forming a meanly false judgment, and
then convict him of it in the next act, often
to his grievous mortification. When you
despise something you ought to take off your
hat to, or admire and imitate something you
ought to loathe, you cannot resist the
dramatist who knows how to touch these morbid
spots in you and make you see that they are
morbid.59
Thus, the audience does not really learn anything from the
Shakespearean drama because that drama does not require the
audience to form judgments but instead tells it what to
think; the "new" drama, on the other hand, forces the
audience to think, to reach conclusions, and then to test

58

Speech at the three hundred sixty-first anniversary of
Shakespeare's birth at Stratford-on-Avon, April 23, 1925,
quoted by Henderson, Playboy and Prophet, p. 336.
59Quintessence of Ibsenism, p. 183.
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those conclusions against the conclusions suggested later by
the play.
The universal appeal of Hamlet is explained for Shaw by
the fact that in this regard it is more modern than
Shakespearean.

To Shaw, Hamlet's delay in killing Claudius

results directly from the fact that although Hamlet knew very
well that it was his duty to do so according to the morality
of his society, nevertheless his own inner moral impulses
were repelled by the thought of revenge and of murder.

In

stead of confronting the audience with a situation in which
right and wrong are clearly delineated, Hamlet is concerned
with the question which its hero debates throughout the play:
what is right and what is wrong in this situation.

"That was

the beginning of the modern drama, which challenged moral
judgment," concludes Shaw, "and we must try to make the
drama an instrument of continual purification and criticism
of spiritual problems.
Accordingly, in the "new" drama many different points
of view on any one question are usually presented in debate
with one another, and often it is not made clear, even at the
conclusion of the play, which point of view the author wishes

6®Speech cited in footnote 58 above, p. 336.
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to present finally as correct.

Shaw asserts, for example,

that he takes full responsibility for the opinions of all of
his characters because ’’they are all right from their several
points of view; and their points of view are, for the dramat
ic moment, mine also.”

Rejecting the notion that there is

ever one ’’absolutely right point of view,” he adds that no
one who thinks there is can be a dramatist.

61

In praise of

the plays of Brieux he asserts that:
You do not go away from a Brieux play with
the feeling that the affair is finished or
the problem solved for you by the dramatist
. . . . You come away with a very disquieting
sense that you are involved in the affair,
and must find the way out of it for yourself
and everybody else if civilization is to be
tolerable to your sense of honor.^2
When plays thus engage the interest of the audience in
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"Epistle Dedicatory," Man and Superman, Complete Plays
With Prefaces, III, 505. Shaw added here the comment "Hence
it has been pointed out that Shakespear had no conscience.
Neither have I, in that sense." Though this statement may
seem to contradict Shaw's assertion that Shakespeare left no
room for audience speculation but told it exactly what to
think, Shaw is here probably referring instead to Shake
speare's celebrated ability to portray characters of all
kinds convincingly because he was able to enter into their
points of view sympathetically.
Preface to Three Piays by Brieux, Complete Prefaces,
p. 200.
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solving the problems which they present, then the drama is
fulfilling its proper function as an instrument of
Weltverbe sserung.
It should be stressed, however, that for Shaw all these
novelties in dramatic technique are secondary matters,
important only as the means by which drama can accomplish its
primary, didactic purposes.

Critics have often pointed out

thatShaw's own plays do not always

follow the dramatic

theory he has set forth--i.e., they often have plot, con
ventional dramatic situations, conventional character types,
and much of the stage business which has through the ages
proved successful in comedy.^3

shaw himself acknowledges

the truth of some of these assertions:
Technically, I do not find myself able to
proceed otherwise than as former playwrights
have done. True, my plays have the latest
mechanical improvements . . . . But my
stories are the old stories; my characters
are the familiar harlequin and columbine,
clown and pantaloon . . . ; my stage tricks
and suspenses and thrills and jests are the
ones in vogue when I was a boy, bv which time
my grandfather was tired of thern.®^

£0

See, for example, Eric Bentley, The Playwright as
Thinker: A Study of Drama in Modern Times (New York:
Reynal & Hitchcock, 1946), pp. 141-43; and Milton Crane,
"Pygmalion: Bernard Shaw's Dramatic Theory and Practice,"
PMLA, 66 (1951), 879-86.
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Preface to Three Plays for Puritans, Complete Plays
With Prefaces, III, lx-lxi.
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Making similarly generous allowances for Shakespeare,
Shaw has little but praise for him in matters of technique.
For example, after a long tirade against the complete lack of
any philosophy in Cymbeline ’’except when he [shakespearej
solemnly says something so transcendently platitudinous that
his more humble-minded hearers cannot bring themselves to
believe that so great a man really meant to talk like their
grandmothers," Shaw makes an almost complete about-face by
declaring:
But I am bound to add that I pity the man who
cannot enjoy Shakespear. He has outlasted
thousands of abler thinkers, and will outlast
a thousand more. His gift of telling a story
(provided some one else told it to him first);
his enormous power over language, as conspic
uous in his senseless and silly abuse of it as
in his miracles of expression; his humor; his
sense of idiosyncratic character; and his
prodigious fund of that vital energy which is,
it seems, the true differentiating property
behind the faculties, good, bad or indifferent,
of the man of genius, enable him to entertain
us so effectively that the imaginary scenes
and people he has created become more real to
us than our actual life--at least until our
knowledge and grip of actual life begins to
deepen and glow beyond the common.
It is evident, then, that Shaw's praise of Shakespeare can be
as extravagant as his adverse criticisms.

Nevertheless,

^Review of Irving-Terry production of Cymbeline, The
Saturday Review, September 26, 1896, reprinted in Shaw on
Shakespeare, pp. 54-55.
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there is that final qualification, "at least until our
knowledge and grip of actual life begins to deepen and glow
beyond the common.11
A summary of the major adverse criticisms of Shakespeare
by Shaw discussed in this chapter indicates that Shaw dis
approved of the matter of Shakespeare's plays in that
(1) Shakespeare usually accepted the "ready-made morality"
of his time and failed to work out an original morality or
philosophy; (2) Shakespeare's plays are romantic and pessi
mistic, rather than realistic and optimistic; (3) as a
result of their romanticism and pessimism, they glorify
sexual love, suicide and self-centered individualism;
(4) Shakespeare's characters are motivated in accordance
with a romantic, rather than a realistic, conception of the
world; and (5) Shakespeare's powerful blank verse is often
used to cover up a lack of meaning in the plays.

Further,

Shaw disapproved of the artistic technique of Shakespeare in
that (1) he wrote more often in the form of tragedy (which is
really melodramatic and leads to despair) than in the form of
tragi-comedy (which is realistic and opens the possibility of
improvements of the world); (2) his comedy fails to point out
the evils of society which have caused the warping of his
ridiculous characters; (3) his plays are developed through
plots carried on by sensational actions which are largely
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the result of meaningless accidents and which have little
relevance to the lives of the spectators, instead of being
developed by discussion of real situations and real problems
which do have relevance to the lives of the spectators; and
(4) instead of presenting all of the conflicting points of
view in the best light possible and leaving the audience to
reach its own moral judgments, the plots of Shakespeare's
plays present clear-cut conflicts between characters who are
readily identifiable as being on the side of right or wrong,
and the conflicts are definitively resolved in the last acts
of the plays.

All of these adverse criticisms are obviously

related to Shaw's philosophy of life and his consequent
belief about the basic purpose of drama.
It is hardly surprising, then, that having simultane
ously an extremely high appreciation of Shakespeare's plays
and a firmly held philosophy of life and drama diametrically
opposed to that which he finds in those plays, Shaw should
not only be constantly measuring Shakespeare's accomplish
ments against the criteria suggested by his own philosophy
of life and dramatic theory, but also constantly measuring
his own accomplishments as a playwright against those of his
great predecessor.

CHAPTER II
FIVE SHORT DRAMATIC WORKS EXPRESSLY
LINKED TO SHAKESPEARE
In a number of short works and two full-length ones Shaw
deliberately, overtly linked himself with his great rival.
Of these, only Caesar and Cleopatra and Saint Joan, both of
which will be considered later in this study, are attempts
to write serious, full-length plays dealing with subjects and
characters which had been dealt with by Shakespeare.

Four of

the others— the "Macbeth Skit,” The Dark Lady of the Sonnets,
The Admirable Bashville, and Shakes versus Shav--are short
and are variously labeled by Shaw and by his critics as
pieces d 1occasion, parodies, burlesques, jeux d'esprit,
farces, trifles, and the like, and they must, of course, be
judged accordingly.

The fifth, Cymbeline Refinished, is

presented only half seriously as an alternative to, though
not necessarily as a better version of, the last act of
Shakespeare's Cymbeline.

The achievement of the five short

works is therefore necessarily restricted not only by their
brevity, but also by the levity of their intentions and,
in the case of Cymbeline Refinishdd, by the limitations
40
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imposed by the preceding four acts of the play.

Neverthe

less, these short plays present some interesting dramatiza
tions of some of the adverse criticisms of Shakespeare which
Shaw has set forth repeatedly in his prefaces and critical
essays.
The "Macbeth Skit,” which was written in 1916 for Gerald
DuMaurier and Lillah McCarthy, has never been performed and
has been published only once--in the October, 1967, issue of
the Educational Theatre Journal.
manuscript reads, "Unused.
self.

Shaw's notation on the

Gerald would not burlesque him

Probably he considered himself an ideal Macbeth."'*'

The skit combines parts of Scenes v and vii of Shakespeare's
Act I, with Lady Macbeth speaking her lines almost entirely
as they were written by Shakespeare and Macbeth replying for
the most part in modern colloquial prose.

The principal

effect of Macbeth's replies is, as would be expected, a
humorous deflation of the impression created by Shakespeare's
blank verse.

Thus, these replies reinforce dramatically

Shaw's frequent criticisms of blank verse as a medium for
drama.
For example, after Lady Macbeth's welcome to Macbeth--

1Introduction to the skit by Bernard F. Dukore; intro
duction and skit are in volume 19, pages 343-48.
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Great Glamis! worthy Cawdor!
Greater than both by the all-hail hereafter!
Thy letters have transported me beyond
This ignorant present, and I feel now
The future in the instant-Macbeth replies:
My dearest girl
I am never tired of hearing you
Express yourself in that magnificent way.
In Macbeth's reply to her question when Duncan "goes hence,"
Shakespeare's line, "Tomorrow, as he purposes," becomes
"Tomorrow:

so the old man says."

Similarly, Macbeth's

tentative decision to give up the murder plan, which in
Shakespeare is expressed in elevated and figurative
language-We will proceed no further in this business.
He hath honored me of late, and I have bought
Golden opinions from all sorts of people,
Which would be worn now in their newest gloss,
Not cast aside so soon. (I.vii)
is converted to very colloquial prose:
We will proceed no further in this business
--you see, dear, I am trying to put it in
your style, though its rather out of my line.
We will, as I was saying, proceed no further
in this business--in short, chuck it. The
old man has been fearfully good to me; and

2A 11 quotations taken directly from the plays of
Shakespeare in this dissertation are from G. B. Harrison's
Shakespeare: The Complete Works (New York: Harcourt, Brace
Jovanovich, Inc., 1968). Act and scene references for such
quotations will be made parenthetically in the text.
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ever since I cut that man in two in the
war, everybody has been uncommonly kind
to me. I enjoy being popular . . . .
Here, of course, Shakespeare's diction is made to seem unnec
essarily pretentious both by Macbeth's comment that he is
trying to express himself in Lady Macbeth's "style," and by
his own colloquial rendition of the thoughts originally
expressed by Shakespeare in blank verse.

In addition,

throughout the skit Macbeth has difficulty understanding the
language used by Lady Macbeth, and he continually interrupts
her speeches to ask for explanations, as of the phrase "the
poor cat i' the adage" and the word "limbec."

When she pro

ceeds with her speech without explaining "limbec" to him, he
muses:
A limbec must be an alembic; and an alembic
is the sort of thing you see in an apothecary's
shop--a sort of illicit still. But hang me if
I know what you mean by this great quell. I
never met a woman who could talk over my head
as you do.
Though humor at the expense of the elevated language of
Shakespeare's blank verse is the major ingredient of this
short skit, there are one or two elements in the characteri
zation which may have been intended as hits at Shakespeare's
concept of a hero.

In one of the passages quoted above

Macbeth speaks in a very matter-of-fact way, without a
shudder, and indeed with a kind of complacent smugness, about
his having won popularity by cutting a man in two.

The fact
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that in Shakespeare's play Macbeth did actually cut
Macdonwald in two and was highly praised by Duncan for
doing so gives point to the satire here.

Furthermore, in

Shaw's skit Macbeth's reluctance to murder Duncan is
pictured as stemming, not from any qualms of conscience or
horror at the idea of murder, but instead primarily from
his desire to be popular and respectable and stay out of
trouble.

In addition to the passage quoted above which

stresses

Macbeth's desire to remain popular, later he adds

to theline "I dare do all that may become a

man11 the phrases

Ma law abiding man, you understand— without getting him into
trouble."

And when he realizes that by Lady Macbeth's plan

"the two Johnnies who sleep in the room with Duncan" will be
blamed for the murder, he exclaims
All I have to do is to stick their dirks
into him. It's great. By George, its
immense! How do you think of such things.
Everybody'll say they did it. Eh? What?
By such devices of characterization as well as by his prosaic
language Macbeth is certainly robbed of his heroic stature
and presented as an unimaginative and cold-blooded clod.
Thus, Shaw criticizes both the language of the play and the
character portrayal of Macbeth in this brief skit.
The Dark Lady of the Sonnets, although entirely in
prose, nevertheless parodies Shakespeare's poetic diction

by incorporating phrases or whole lines from his blank verse
--chiefly from Hamlet and Macbeth--into the prose dialogue,
often in very inappropriate contexts, so that the humor comes
either from the contrast between the elevated and the prosaic
diction, as in the ’’Macbeth Skit,” or from the contrast
between the elevated diction and the prosaic use to which it
is put.^

Thus, Queen Elizabeth, walking in her sleep, utters

a speech which combines elements from Lady Macbeth's sleep
walking scene and some lines from Hamlet, but although some
of the lines obviously have to do with Elizabeth's concern
over the execution of Mary Queen of Scots, most of them have
to do with Elizabeth's desire to remove the freckles which
blemish her own complexion.

For example, "You mar all with

this starting," becomes "You will mar all with these
cosmetics" and is placed immediately after "Out, damned
spot."

Then follows a line taken almost verbatim from

Hamlet's abuse of Ophelia, "God made you one face; and you
make yourself another."

Subsequently, "All the perfumes of

Arabia will not sweeten this little hand" becomes "All the

■\john A. Mills, in a brief analysis of Shaw's use of
language in this playlet, aptly describes the source of
the humor in this kind of contrast as "the spectacle of
a Pegasus forced to pull a plow," in Language and daughter:
Comic Diction in the Plays of Bertiard Shaw (Tucson, Ariz.:
University of Arizona press, 1969), p. 6;4.
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perfumes of Arabia will not whiten this Tudor hand,” and
"fie! a soldier, and afeard?" becomes "Fie! a queen, and
freckled!"^

The humor here arises principally from the fact

that these lines, originally uttered out of the horror of a
conscience guilty of murder and out of the bitterness of a
man who believes that his mother has betrayed his father and
that his own sweetheart has betrayed him, have now descended
to serve as expressions for a woman's vanity about her com
plexion.
Shaw here presents Shakespeare as a poet who spends his
time writing down, for use in his own plays, the felicitous
phrases uttered by his friends and associates.

Since the

phrases are from some of Shakespeare's most familiar lines,
the contrasts between their original uses and the uses to
which they are put in this short play are readily apparent.
Thus, the humor comes, not, as in the "Macbeth Skit," from
any sense of the inappropriateness of the language in its
original setting, but only from the feeling that it is now
being used in a context to which it is ludicrously inappro
priate.

Hence, though it does parody the Shakespearean

language, this little play does not really criticize

^There are no act and scene divisions in this playlet,
which appears in Complete Plays With Prefaces, Vol. II.
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Shakespeare's use of that language as the "Macbeth Skit,"
does, because of course all language can be made to seem
inappropriate by removing it to a context to which it is in
fact inappropriate.

Further, when Shakespeare, in the pro

cess of writing down Queen Elizabeth's "Season your admira
tion for a while," forgetfully transforms it to what she
describes as "a very vile jingle of esses”--"Suspend your
admiration for a space"--there may be implied a criticism
of the euphuistic quality which Shaw found in some of
Shakespeare's language, but at the same time the inevitable
rightness of this particular line exactly as Shakespeare
wrote it is certainly also implied.
On the other hand, Shaw is obviously criticizing
Shakespeare's romanticism when he has Shakespeare in the
playlet say
. . . vile as this world is, and worms as
we are, you have but to invest all this
vileness with a magical garment of words
to transfigure us and uplift our souls til
earth flowers into a million heavens.
Here Shakespeare is presenting as a virtue the very habit for
which Shaw so severely condemns him, the habit of seeing the
world pessimistically because it refuses to measure up to his
romantic expectations of it and then dishonestly presenting
it romantically in his plays, as if it did indeed meet those
expectations.

Further, the exaggeration implicit in the
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romantic picture he presents of the world is emphasized by
Queen Elizabeth's reply, "You spoil your heaven with your
million.

You are extravagant.

Observe some measure in your

speech."
In addition to the pure fun of this little play, Shaw
had two other specific purposes in its writing.

One was to

use it as propaganda for a fund drive whose aim was the
establishment of a national theater as a memorial to
Shakespeare.

In connection with this purpose the play

presents Shakespeare as making a plea to Queen Elizabeth
for such a theater, using as arguments for its establishment
not only Shaw's view that the purpose of drama is to take
over the teaching function which he feels the Church has
abandoned, but also the assertion which Shaw has frequently
made that Shakespeare himself would have preferred to write
such realistic plays as All's Well That Ends Well and Measure
for Measure, but since the public would pay only to see
romantic ones like As You Like It and Much Ado About Nothing,
he was forced, in the absence of a state-supported theater,
to write "such follies" as the public demanded.
Shaw's other specific purpose in the play was to contra
dict the picture of Shakespeare presented in a recent Frank
Harris play.

Although, as pointed out in Chapter One above,

Shaw himself has freely criticized Shakespeare for weakness
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in succumbing to pessimism and despair because the world was
not the place he wanted it to be, Shaw nevertheless objects
strenuously to Harris's picture of Shakespeare as "tragic,
bitter, pitiable, wretched, and broken" because of a disap
pointment in love.

In this picture, Shaw says, he misses

. . . the Shakespearian irony and the
Shakespearian gaiety. Take these away and
Shakespear is no longer Shakespear: all
the bite, the impetus, the strength, the
grim delight in his own power of looking
terrible facts in the face with a chuckle,
is gone; and you have nothing left but
that most depressing of all things:
a victim.^
In spite of Shaw's criticisms of Shakespeare, he obviously
thought of Shakespeare as a great writer and a great man and
had come to link his own life and his own talent more and
£
more with those of Shakespeare;
therefore, on that ground
alone he resented the presentation of this "invulnerable
giant" as a "writhing wortn."^

Even had he not had this

^Preface to The Dark Lady of the Sonnets, Complete Plays
With Prefaces, II, 634.

fi

In the Preface to this play, for example, Shaw declares
"I am convinced that he ^Shakespeare] was very like myself,"
Complete Plays With Prefaces, II, 621. Furthermore, many
critics have been Shaw himself reflected in the picture of
Shakespeare in The Dark Lady of the Sonnets: see, for ex
ample, Colbourne, p. 169; William Irvine, The Universe of
G.B.S. (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1949), p. 283; and Desmond
MacCarthy, Shaw (London: MacGibbon & Kee, 1951), pp. 120-23.
7Complete plays With Prefaces, II, 635.
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respect for and identification with Shakespeare, however,
Shaw would still have objected to this picture on the ground
that it glorifies romantic love by showing a great man undone
by such love.
Consequently, as an antidote to this interpretation of
Shakespeare, in The Dark Lady of the Sonnets Shaw presents
him as only momentarily overcome by the news that the Dark
Lady is in the habit of making late-night appointments with
Lord Pembroke as well as with Shakespeare himself.

Within

seconds Shakespeare recovers his ’’charity and self-posses
sion,” remarks kindly that Pembroke is only showing a very
human weakness in so betraying his friend, and turns his
attention again to copying down the excellent phrases of the
Beefeater with whom he has been conversing.

Subsequently,

when Shakespeare discovers that the unknown lady whom he
at first took for his Dark Lady is not indeed she, that does
not stop him from making love to her, and when the Dark Lady
herself does finally appear the audience learns that it is
she, and not Shakespeare, who has suffered the most in their
love affair because she is constantly being wounded by his
insulting jests and sonnets about her darkness.
The Dark Lady of the Sonnets, then, while it charges
Shakespeare with extravagant romanticism in his plays, at
the same time gives him a partial excuse for that romanticism

51
in the assertion that he was driven to it by the necessity of
pleasing the public inorder

to make a living, and then

absolves him of the charge of showing such romanticism inhis
personal life.
The Admirable Bashville
works principally by its use

is related to Shakespeare's
of blank verse throughout andby

its frequent use of Shakespeare's lines.

The relationship of

this play to Shakespeare is complicated by the fact that it
has many other dramatic relationships.

As the Preface indi

cates, in addition to the use of Shakespeare's lines, it
also parodies lines from Marlowe and from Carey's
Chrononhotonthologos, itself a parody; and as the title
suggests, Bashville himself parodies Barrie's Crichton, of
The Admirable Crichton. Furthermore, Shaw made the follow
ing declaration in the Preface to this play:
I also endeavored in this little play to prove
that I was not the heartless creature some of
my critics took me for. I observed the estab
lished laws of stage popularity and probability.
I simplified the character of the heroine, and
summed up her sweetness in the one sacred word:
Love, I gave consistency to the heroism of
Cashel. I paid to Morality, in the final scene,
the tribute of poetic justice. I restored to
patriotism its usual place on the stage, and
gracefully acknowledge The Throne as the foun
tain of social honor. I paid particular atten
tion to the construction of the play, which

will be found equal in this respect to
the best contemporary models.®
As this paragraph suggests, in The Admirable Bashville Shaw
is burlesquing the romanticism, "ready-made morality," and
chauvinism which dominated the stage of his own time as well
as that of Shakespeare and the Elizabethans, and certainly
the comment about the construction of the play is a hit at
the nineteenth-century "well-made play" which Shaw so often
criticizes.^

Therefore, many of the criticisms implied by

the ridicule in this play are not directed at Shakespeare
alone, and some are not directed at Shakespeare at all.
First and foremost among the criticisms that the play
does level at Shakespeare is, again, the criticism implied
by the incongruity of the blank verse and its elevated
language in the situations which the play presents.

No

doubt motivated by a desire to defend his own prose drama
against those who feel that prose drama can never equal the

®Complete Plays With Prefaces, V, 279-80.
^V. C. Clinton-Baddeley, after quoting this paragraph,
inexplicably comments that in this play "Shaw's burlesque was
not directed against anything except his own novel. There
are no ghosts or similes or tragedy oaths in The Admirable
Bashville, no jibes at dramatic convention or stage direc
tions" except for "the burlesque of Elizabethan blank verse,"
The Burlesque Tradition in the English Theatre After 1660
(London: Methuen & Co., 1952), p. 121.
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glories of poetic drama, Shaw has frequently asserted that
blank verse is very easy to write.^

in the Preface to this

play he gives as his reason for having used blank verse the
fact that he had only one week in which to write the play

11

and it would have taken him a month to write it in prose.

In

addition to this disparagement of the difficulty of writing
blank verse, Shaw also disparages its qualities.

Later in

the Preface, for example, he declares that "The Elizabethan
style," by which phrase he means both blank verse and the
elevated language usually associated with it, "has many
charms for imaginative children" because "it is bloody,
bombastic, violent, senselessly pretentious, barbarous and
childish in its humor, and full of m u s i c , a n d he
illustrates this contention throughout The Admirable

10

See, for example, his statement that it is "the
easiest of all known modes of literary expression," in the
April, 1905, summary of his views on Shakespeare, carried by
The Daily News of London, in Shaw on Shakespeare, p. 4; and
the Foreword to Cymbeline Refinished, in Complete Plays With
Prefaces, IV, 784.
■^Dramatized versions of his novel Cashel Byron1s
Profession had been appearing in America, and the only way
for Shaw to secure a stage copyright was to dramatize it
himself and have it produced.
12

Complete Plays With Prefaces, V, 283.
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Bashville.
The very first lines of the play, for example, are
certainly "bombastic" and "senselessly pretentious":
Ye leafy breasts and warm protecting wings
Of mother trees that hatch our tender souls,
And from the well of Nature in our hearts
Thaw the intolerable inch of ice
That bears the weight of all the stamping world . . .
Although the meter and alliteration in these lines create a
musical effect and although the metaphor sounds impressive if
the reader does not attempt to analyze it, what meaning there
is in the metaphor is strained, artificial and slight.
In the descriptions of the various fights, which are
numerous and violent, bombastic and pretentious language and
extremely colloquial language appear in ludicrous alterna
tion, as in the following interchange between Cashel and
Lydia just after Cashel has been hit on the nose by
Bashville:
LYDIA.
0 Heaven! you bleed.
CASHEL. Lend me a key or other frigid object,
That I may put it down my back, and staundh
The welling life stream.
LYDIA. £giving him her keysj Oh, what have you done?
CASHEL. Flush on the boko napped your footman's left.
LYDIA.
I do not understand.
CASHEL.
True. Pardon me.
I have received a blow upon the nose
In sport from Bashville. Next, ablution; else
I shall be total gules. (II.i)
Here such phraseology as "frigid object," "welling life
stream," and "total gules" is entirely too elevated for the
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situation being described, and "Flush on the boko napped your
footman's left,” on the other hand, is entirely too collo
quial to seem appropriate to blank verse.

This use of

extremely colloquial language in blank verse side by side
with extremely elevated language points up both the preten
tiousness of the elevated language and the inappropriateness
of the verse form to its substance.

In addition, the play

almost incessantly interpolates famous lines of Shakespeare
into situations where they are entirely inappropriate— as
when, in response to Lydia's expression of fear that if she
sends Cashel away from her door without seeing him he will
not come again, her cousin Lucian remarks that such a result
would be "a consummation/Devoutly to be wished by any lady”
(II.i).

By all these means Shaw stresses the inappropriate-

ness of blank verse and the language associated with it to
the prosaic characters and situations dealt with in modern
drama.
Along with its burlesque of blank verse, The Admirable
Bashville satirizes certain romantic and sentimental cliches
which Shaw has often criticized in Shakespeare's works and
provides a hero who heightens that satire through his

^Clinton-Baddeley, p. 121, and Mills, pp. 62-63, both
make this same point.

rejection of some of the romantic thinking and ready-made
morality of his day and substitution therefor of some of his
own original thought and morality.

Although that hero,

Cashel Byron, is himself romantic in some of his attitudes-as in his despair over the permanent disgrace brought upon
him by the fact that his mother is an actress— yet for the
most part he is a realistic foil to the romanticism of
several of the other characters in the play.

For example,

Lydia's desire to return to the simple and real life of
nature, as expressed in the opening speech of the play, is
somewhat reminiscent of the Duke's speech in As You Like It
presenting a sentimental picture of the pastoral life in the
Forest of Arden.

The naivete of Lydia's pastoralism is

heightened by the fact that her conception of life in nature
is drawn from "a glade in Wiltstoken Park," a part of her own
estate and hence an even more civilized form of "nature"
than Arden Forest.

When she criticizes the artificiality of

her life, calling herself "the clothed one" and repudiating
the "foul air and books. / Books! Art! And Culture!" on which
her mind has been fed, the reader is reminded not only of the
Duke's speech rejecting the "painted pomp" of court life and
extolling the virtues of the "life exempt from public haunt"
which offers "tongues in trees, books in the running brooks,
/ Sermons in stones and good in everything" (II. i), but also
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of Shaw's caustic descriptions of him as "the comfortable old
Duke, symbolical of the British villa dweller, who likes to
find 'sermons in stones and good in everything,' and then to
have a good dinner!" and as an "unvenerable impostor, expand
ing on his mixed diet of pious twaddle and venison . . .
Furthermore, immediately after Lydia has expressed a desire
for "a mate that never heard of these £books, art and
culture], / A sylvan god, tree born in heart and sap,"
Cashel Byron appears and rejects that romantic notion with
his contemptuous "A sylvan god! / A goat-eared image!" and
recommends instead of it his own physical reality:

"Do your

statues speak? / Walk? heave the chest with breath? or like
a feather / Lift you— like this?"
Similarly, there is some resemblance between the very
moral and devoted old trainer Mellish and the very moral
and devoted old servant Adam of As You Like It. Mellish
preaches to Cashel about abstinence from women and about the
sacredness of his duty to his backers and love for his
mother; Mellish also insists on following and serving Cashel
despite his own great age and the hardship and sacrifice

■^Review of As You Like It, The Saturday Review,
December 5, 1896, in Shaw on Shakespeare, pp. 27-28.
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such service will entail.

Adam, though he does not preach to

Orlando, nevertheless is full of talk about abstinence and
the moral life, and he too insists on following and serving
his young master, Orlando, despite his own great age and the
hardship and sacrifice such service will entail.

Indeed, the

speeches of Mellish are likely to recall to the reader Shaw's
description of Adam as "that servile apostle of working-class
Thrift and Teetotalism."15

Cashel's reaction to Mellish,

however, provides a decided contrast with Orlando's reaction
to Adam.

Orlando praises Adam's devotion to duty:
0 good old man, how well in thee appears
The constant service of the antique world,
When service sweat for duty, not for meed!
(II, iii)

Cashel, on the other hand, characterizes as "twaddle / About
his duty" Mellish's long sermon about the sacredness of duty,
and declares flatly, "Two things I hate, my duty and my
mother" (I).

Furthermore, Orlando welcomes the company and

service of Adam, and subsequently shows his appreciation of
it by setting aside his own hunger and refusing to eat until
he has carried the weak and fainting Adam to the table in the
forest.

Cashel, in contrast, not only rejects the preaching

5^ 1896, review of As You Like It, Shaw on
Shakespeare, p. 29.
• ^ D e c e m b e r
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of Mellish, but repeatedly and very bluntly refuses his
offers of service, and when Mellish ignores these refusals
and continues to insist on following him, Cashel, despite
Mellish's age, finally resorts to knocking Mellish uncon
scious with his fist.
In these two passages, then, Cashel Byron seems to
represent a repudiation of the kind of sentimental and con
ventional moralizing which Shaw criticizes so often in
Shakespeare.

In addition, another Shavian criticism of

Shakespeare is illustrated in the last act of The Admirable
Bashville.

There all the lines of action of the play are

brought to a conclusion and the future of each of the char
acters is determined in a fashion similar to that which
characterizes many of the Shakespearean comedies.

There is

a revelation of the true identity of one of the characters
(Cashel Byron, who, it develops, is the son of the Sieur of
Park Lane and Overlord of Dorset, and as such fully qualified
to marry Lydia); a pardon from the Throne for all the wrong
doers; a pairing-off of all the appropriate couples to be
married (Lydia and Cashel; Cashel's mother and Lord
Worthington); the appointment of one of the characters
(Cashel) to a position of authority which enables him to
settle the future of all the others; and, finally, the dis
position of the futures of the minor characters (Bashville
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is to become a prize-fighter, Paradise to "Devote himself to
science, and acquire, / By studying the player's speech in
Hamlet, / A more refined address," and Mellish to become
Paradise's trainer).

The final act, then, seems to parody

the kind of arbitrary conclusiveness which is characteristic
of many Shakespearean plays, and in order to achieve this
conclusiveness it makes use of the same plot devices which
Shakespeare often used in the last acts of his plays.
Thus, The Admirable Bashville, in addition to its other
accomplishments, criticizes the blank verse form, the extrav
agance of language, the sentimentality and conventional
moralizing, and the trite and arbitrary conclusions which
Shaw-finds to be characteristic of some of Shakespeare's
plays.

All of these criticisms, of course, have their basis

in what Shaw regards as a lack of realism in the plays.
Shakes versus Shay is a puppet play of approximately
ten minutes' acting time written by request for the Malvern
Marionette Theatre approximately one year before Shaw's
death.

Short as it is, it nevertheless manages to incorpo

rate some criticisms of the romanticism and pessimism which
Shaw so consistently criticized in Shakespeare throughout his
writing career.
In the dialogue between Shav and Shakes, Shav first
contends that Shakes's Macbeth has been bettered by Walter
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Scott's Rob Roy, and to prove this assertion Rob Roy and
Macbeth appear and engage in a duel in which Rob Roy cuts
off Macbeth's head.

This linking of Shakespeare with Sir

Walter Scott can only be on the ground of romanticism, a
charge which Shaw, along with many other critics, of course,
has brought against Scott on several occasions.

1f i

Subsequently, Shav maintains that Heartbreak House is
his answer to King Lear. When Shakes protests that he him
self had written about heartbreak, Shav replies "You were
not the first / To sing of broken hearts.

I was the first /

That taught your faithless Timons how to mend them," thus
stressing the optimism of his play, as opposed to the
pessimism of King Lear and Timon of Athens.

Next, Shakes

begins to paraphrase the famous speech from The Tempest about
the insubstantiality of the cloud capped towers, gorgeous
palaces, and the like which he had depicted in his plays, but
at the point where Shakes says they "shall dissolve" Shav
interrupts with the protest, "So you have said. / I say the
world will long outlast our day."

Then, in the last few

l^See, for example, his review of Cymbeline in The
Saturday Review, September 26, 1896, reprinted in Shaw on
Shakespeare, p. 54, and the Preface to Saint joaii, Complete
Plays With Prefaces, II, 289. Shakes versus shav is in
Complete Plays With Prefaces, V, 23-26.
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lines of the play Shav quotes two lines which Shaw has often
used to represent the pessimism of Shakespeare--"Tomorrow and
tomorrow and tomorrow" and "Out, out, brief candle," from
Macbeth's despairing speech which concludes that life is
"a tale / Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, / Signi
fying nothing"

(V.v).17

Following the words "tomorrow and

tomorrow and tomorrow," however, Shav substitutes his own
line, "We puppets shall replay our scene,” thus again repudi
ating pessimism and stressing the on-going nature of life.
It is true that he allows Shakes to have the last word with
"Out, out, brief candlel" but up to that point he has so
consistently contested the pessimistic phrases of Shakes
that it seems likely that Shaw is here either showing a
generous courtesy to his opponent by giving him the last
word or, perhaps more probably, allowing the play to end on
that line because it is such a good exit line.

In any case,

this brief playlet does obviously reiterate Shaw's long
standing criticisms of Shakespeare's romanticism and

See, for example. Preface to Three Plays for Puritans,
Complete Plays With Prefaces, III, liii; review of a dramati
zation of The Pilgrim's Progress, The Saturday Review,
January 2, 1897, in Shaw on Shakespeare, p. 232; the summary
of his views on Shakespeare in t£re April, 1905, Daily News,
in Shaw on Shakespeare, p. 5.
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pessimism.
When, at a 1937 Governors' Meeting of the Shakespeare
Memorial Theatre at Stratford-upon-Avon, the suggestion that
Cymbeline be produced was rejected on the ground that the
performances of this play always fall apart in the last act,
Shaw jokingly offered to write a new last act for it, and, to
his surprise, found his offer received seriously and favor
ably.

The result was Cymbeline Refinished, which Shaw

described in its Foreword as "not wholly . . .

a literary

1o

jeu d 1esprit."

Although, as indicated in Chapter One

above (page 5), Shaw declared that he was offering this as a
substitute last act only for those producers who would not
play the entire last act written by Shakespeare, and
although, according to C. B. Purdom, at one of its perform
ances Shaw informed the audience that he was "a little
ashamed" of having written it,^ nevertheless the numerous
criticisms of Shakespeare's last act contained in the Fore
word suggest that Shaw did consider his version a serious
substitute for Shakespeare's last act.

^Foreword to Cymbeline Refinished, Complete Plays With
Prefaces, IV, 781.
A Guide to the Plays of Berriafd Shaw (London: Methuen
& Co., 1964), p. 311.

It is in the Foreword to this revision that Shaw
comments upon the difficulties which Shakespeare encountered
in unravelling the various threads of his plots in their
last

acts,

and it is because of the unusually large number

of threads requiring unravelling in this play that its last
act is usually considered to ’’fall apart."

Shaw insists

that if Shakespeare's last act is performed the masque must
be included, because "without it the act is a tedious string
of unsurprising denouements sugared with insincere sentimentality after a ludicrous stage battle."

21

Accordingly,

in his own version Shaw attempts to shorten and tighten the
act by reducing the number of denouements and omitting as
much detail as can reasonably be omitted.

He omits the

masque, presumably on the ground that it is no longer
necessary as a diversion since he has omitted a number of
the tedious denouements.

Though he retains the revelation

that Guiderius and Arviragus are Cymbeline's long-lost sons,
he omits most of Belarius1 story about the circumstances of
their abduction and omits the devices of proving their
identity by the "most curious mantle" in which Arviragus had

90

See page 30 above.

^ Complete Plays With Prefaces, IV, 783.
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been wrapped and by Guiderius1 birthmark.

(Of the latter

Shaw complains in the Foreword, "I really could not keep my
countenance over the identification of Guiderius by the mole
on his neck,1’ because it is such a hackneyed plot device.

22

)

Belarius1 identification of himself is entirely omitted,
along with his complaint about Cymbeline1s mistreatment of
him, but Cymbeline seems to know who he is, and apparently
the audience is expected to accept the suggestion made by
the Roman captain in the very first part of the act that
once war began the nation was so in need of a capable mili
tary leader that Belarius1 banishment was rescinded and he
was called back into the service of his king.

All of the

revelations about Cloten's actions and intentions toward
Imogen are omitted, and in fact the only mention of Cloten
is in Guiderius' announcement that he has killed Cloten.
There is no mention at all of the Queen's confessions or her
death;

Shaw states in the Foreword that though he admired

Cornelius he nevertheless cut Cornelius entirely out of the
act since "he has nothing to say except that the Queen is
dead, and nobody can possibly care a rap whether she is alive
or dead."^

^

And all of Shakespeare's battle scenes are

Complete

plays With Prefaces, IV, 783.
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omitted, though since Shaw has substituted two of his own

it

is evident that Shakespeare's were omitted not only to short
en the act but also, as suggested by the comment quoted above
in which he refers to the "ludicrous stage battle" with which
the last act opens, in the interest of greater realism.
Although most of the omissions, except the omission of
the battle scenes, appear to have been made to shorten the
act and thus keep it from falling apart, Shaw also makes a
number of substitutions of action and dialogue which do
nothing to shorten the act but do serve other interests,
primarily that of increasing its realism.

In the Foreword

Shaw complains that in Shakespeare's last act the characters
lose all their individuality and become mere puppets moved
through their paces in order to provide all the requisite
explanations.

Since, however, Shaw had in the course of the

play become interested in the characters, he wanted to know
how they would react to the various revelations which occur
in the last act, and in order to learn this he had to "rewrite
the act as Shakespear might have written it if he had been
post-Ibsen and post-Shaw instead of post-Marlowe.

^ Complete Flays With Prefaces, IV, 784.

oA

Thus,
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it can be expected that Shaw's revision will substitute
realism for romance wherever possible. 25
As a substitute for the Shakespearean battle scenes,
Shaw presents a dialogue between Philario and a Roman captain
which takes place on a rocky eminence near the battlefield.
There are no false heroics in this scene.

Both participants

show a practical interest in not endangering their own lives
to no good purpose.

When the captain comes on the scene

Philario is standing on a tall rock trying to see what is
happening on the distant battlefield, but immediately upon
the captain's warning him that he is in danger because he
"can be seen a mile off,” he hastens down from the rock.

The

Captain, in turn, describing his last sight of lachimo in the
battle, states without apology and apparently without any
feeling that an apology is needed that when the battle went
against the Romans and lachimo advised his men to save
themselves by scattering among the rocks where the enemy's

25por this reason Rudolf Stamm calls the act "an
esthetic impossibility" as a last act for Cymbeline because
"there is no connection between it and the all-pervading
fairy tale quality of the play as a whole, the only quality
justifying the leisurely unravelling of mysteries which have
ceased to be mysteries for the audience before the beginning
of the act," "George Bernard Shaw and Shakespeare's
Cymbeiine," in Studies in Honot of: T. W. Baldwin, ed. Don
Cameron Allen (Urbana, 111.: University of Illinois Press,
1958), p. 265.
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horsemen could not reach them, he immediately acted upon that
advice.

Furthermore, no mention is made of the famous exploit

of Belarius and his sons, who in Shakespeare almost singlehandedly saved the day for the British by making a lone stand
(along with Posthumus) against the enemy at a narrow pass and
thus giving new heart to the British soldiers, who were at
that time fleeing in a complete rout.

On the contrary, in

Shaw's version the success of the British against the Romans
is attributed entirely to their great discipline and careful
training, which resulted in their very orderly and united
action on the battlefield.
In addition to this discussion of the battle, there is
one scene of actual fighting, that between lachimo and
Posthumus.

They are not, however, fighting for their respec

tive countries at all, but have entered into a sort of
suicide pact, agreeing

to cut each other's throats because

of remorse for their conduct toward Imogen, which they
believe has led to her death.

Furthermore, their battle

comes to nothing, since it is interrupted by the king and his
party.
Along with these attempts to present the battles in a
more credible light, Shaw also revised in the direction of
greater realism the reactions of some of the characters to
the revelations about the British victory.

Of Shakespeare's
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Posthumus Shaw says in the Foreword that "he is the only
character left really alive in the last act," and that he is
like an Ibsen character in that "after being theatrically
conventional to the extent of ordering his wife to be mur
dered, he begins to criticize, quite on the lines of Mrs.
Alving in Ghosts, the slavery to an inhuman ideal of marital
fidelity which led him to this villainous extremity."^6
Therefore, Shaw asserts, he has changed Posthumus1 part very
little.

Nevertheless, he has brought a few additional human

izing touches to Posthumus.

For example, once Imogen has

been restored to him alive and he has thereby lost his ter
rible load of guilt over having ordered her death, Posthumus
begins to show resentment toward Iachimo not solely for
causing him to believe that Imogen had been unfaithful to
him, but also, in a very materialistic vein, for cheating
him out of his diamond ring and the ten thousand ducats which
he was to receive if Iachimo lost the wager.

Similarly,

Shaw's Imogen, once her initial joy at discovering that
Posthumus is alive has been cooled by his knocking her down,
shows a very human resentment of Posthumus1 actions which
Shakespeare's Imogen never shows.

Shaw's Imogen is angry

that Posthumus could make such a bet as he did, that he could

^

Complete

plays With Prefaces, IV, 783.

70

believe Iachimo's boast of having seduced her, that he could
have ordered her killed no matter what she had done, and,
perhaps most of all, that he seems to think "all is settled
now / And this a happy ending" simply because her life was
spared and her good name cleared through no action on his
part at all.

As a matter of fact, Imogen is so obsessed

with Posthumus1 mistreatment of her that hhe interrupts all
the other revelations with remarks upon her own injuries,
until Cymbeline cries out in exasperation, "God's patience,
man, take your wife home to bed. / You're man and wife:
nothing can alter that."

Finally Iachimo appeals to her

sense of humor, and though

she protests "I will not laugh,"

she has obviously been restored to good humor and resignedly
says, "I must go home and make the best of it / As other
women must."
An important change has also been made in the reactions
of Guiderius and Arviragus to the news that they are the
king's sons.

Though Shakespeare's play emphasizes throughout

that by their birth they have royal instincts which make them
long for the life of authority and nobility at court and they
also have family instincts which make them feel an immediate
attraction toward those of their own blood (as in their
reactions to Imogen before they know she is their sister),
Shaw's last act repudiates both of these notions.

Upon the
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revelation of their true identities, Belarius says, ’’Come
hither, boys, and pay / Your loves and duties to your royal
sire,” whereupon Guiderius protests, ”We three are fullgrown
men and perfect strangers. / Can I change fathers as I'd
change my shirt?” and Arviragus adds ’’. . .we have reached
an age / When fathers' helps are felt as hindrances. / I
am tired of being preached at.”

And when Iachimo refers to

Guiderius as the future king of England, Guiderius replies
Contemptuously "With you, Sir Thief, to tutor me?
This kingly business has no charm for me."

No, no: /

He goes on to

criticize the corruption at court and the artificial and
restricted life he would have to lead there as king, con
cluding his speech by abdicating his claim to inherit the
throne in favor of Arviragus, who remarks, "Thank you for
nothing, brother."

Here Shaw is rejecting as unrealistic the

notion that the ambition and the ability to rule are inherit?
ed and, as in Cashel Byron's repudiation of his duty to love
his mother, the notion that mere consanguinity causes people
to love one another.
It is apparent, then, that all of these short plays or
portions of plays that Shaw has explicitly linked to
Shakespeare or his works, no matter how trivial and light
their intentions may be, contain implicit criticisms of
Shakespeare's plays, principally of their romanticism and
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pessimism.

Still, it is only on the basis of Shaw's full-

length, avowedly serious plays on subjects treated by
Shakespeare that a true comparison of the two playwrights can
be made.

CHAPTER III
JULIUS CAESAR, CLEOPATRA, AND JOAN OF ARC
IN SHAW AND SHAKESPEARE
"it cost Shakespear no pang to write Caesar down for the
mere technical purpose of writing Brutus up," remarks Shaw
about Shakespeare1s Julius Caesar,^ and with this remark in
mind critics have amused themselves by finding the many pas
sages in Caesar and Cleopatra which seem to be designed
deliberately to write Caesar up again by contradicting some
aspect of Shakespeare's depiction of Caesar.

Gordon W.

Couchman has listed a number of the resulting contrasts:
Shakespeare depicts Caesar as a physically weak epileptic,
whom Cassius once had to rescue from drowning in the Tiber,
while Shaw shows him as strong and vigorous despite his com
plaints about his age, and easily able to swim a quarter of a
mile in the harbor of Alexandria although burdened with
Cleopatra; Shakespeare's Caesar is arrogant, as witnessed by
1

his exclamation, "Hence, wilt thou lift up Olympus!?" but
Shaw's Caesar readily dispenses with the ceremonious

i

^,

Preface to Three Plays for Puritans, Complete pjays
With Prefaces, III, liv.
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treatment appropriate to his rank, as witnessed by his
allowing the boy Ptolemy to remain seated on his throne while
Caesar uses an incense burner as a make-shift seat;
Shakespeare's Caesar is depicted as a pompous poser, making
heavily moral speeches such as the one beginning "Cowards die
many times before their deaths," but Shaw's Caesar, though he
shows tendencies in the same direction, has a sense of humor
which prevents him from sustaining the pompous pose when
Rufio calls it "heroics” and "preaching your favorite sermon
O

about life and death."

Other examples can be added.

Cassius says of Shakespeare's Caesar that "he is supersti
tious grown of late" (II.i), and Cassius' statement is
subsequently verified by Caesar's accepting Calpurnia's
dream as a warning of his death (II.ii), but Shaw's Caesar
is astonished to find that "such superstitions" as table
rapping are believed by the Egyptians as late as "this year
707 of the Republic" (Act IV).

Metellus Cimber says of

Shakespeare's Caesar that he berated Caius Ligarius "for
speaking well of Pompey" (II.i), but Shaw's Caesar is horri
fied at the expectation of Lucius Septimius and the Egyptians
that he would be grateful to the murderer of Pompey,

2"Comic Catharsis in Caesar and Cleopatra,” Shaw Review,
3 (Jan., 1960), 11.
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protesting, "Was he not my son-in-law, my ancient friend, for
20 years the master of great Rome, for 30 years the compeller
of victory?"
self.

(Act II), and thus speaking well of Pompey him

Shakespeare's Caesar indignantly rejects Calpurnia's

suggestion that he, the great world conqueror, could stoop to
lying by giving illness as an excuse for not going to the
Senate, but Shaw's Caesar, though he has gained a reputation
for honesty by telling the truth in situations where most men
would lie, as in his frankness about the fact that the Roman
interest in Egypt is chiefly financial (Act II), nevertheless
admits quite freely to Rufio that he engages in "petty
deceits" in the interest of diplomacy or romance, as in his
holding seven birthday celebrations in ten months (Act IV).
Similarly, noticing that in the Preface Shaw gives more
attention to the contrast of Caesar and Cleopatra with
Antony and Cleopatra than with Julius Caesar, critics have
devoted much time to finding passages in Caesar and Cleopatra
which appear to be designed to contrast with certain passages
in Antony and Cleopatra.

Such passages are even more num

erous than the ones which provide contrasts with Julius
Caesar.

Couchman, for example, cites a number of such con

trasts:

the contrast between the lofty verse of the

Shakespearean scene in which Cleopatra helps Antony put on
his armor and the comic effect of the Shavian scene in which

Cleopatra helps Caesar put on his armor and dissolves in
laughter at the discovery that the reason Caesar wears a
laurel wreath is that he is bald; the contrast between
Shakespeare's Charmian and Iras, who are apparently young and
attractive girls, and Shaw's Charmian and Iras, who are de
scribed respectively as "a hatchet faced, terra cotta colored
little goblin . . . " and "a plump, good-natured creature,
rather fatuous, with a profusion of red hair, and a tendency
to giggle on the slightest provocation"; the contrast between
Enobarbus, Antony's right-hand man, who is often critical of
him and finally deserts him, and Rufio, the right-hand man of
Shaw's Caesar, who is also often critical of Caesar but re
mains his loyal "shield" to the end of the play; and the con
trast between Antony's obsession with Cleopatra, who so
entirely engrosses his attention that he willingly loses the
world for her, and the Shavian Caesar's lack of interest in
the romantic charms of Cleopatra, a lack so great that he al
most forgets to say goodbye to her when he departs for Rome.^
Other examples of such contrasts easily come to mind.
It is not so much in these deliberate contrasting parallels
of detail, however, that the real significance of Shaw's
challenge to Shakespeare's depictions lies, but in Shaw's

3"Comic Catharsis," pp. 11-13.
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entire conception of the hero and the heroic.
As indicated in the passage from the Preface quoted
at page 13 of Chapter One above, Shaw feels that Antony
and Cleopatra presents in its hero an indulgence in sexual
passion and an indulgence in self-centered individualism
which are treated realistically in the first three acts.

Had

Shakespeare continued in this vein for the remainder of the
play, Shaw would apparently have had nothing but praise for
the play.

In the last two acts, however, Shakespeare turned

from a realistic treatment of these themes to a romantic
glorification of them, along with the introduction and glori
fication of a number of suicides.

Furthermore, it is through

the blank verse, the medium for Shakespeare's "huge command
of rhetoric and stage pathos," that these three elements-sexual passion, selfish individualism, and suicide--are
glorified.

Thus, Antony and Cleopatra embodies almost all of

the-elements which Shaw most frequently deplores in
Shakespeare's matter.

In Caesar and Cleopatra Shaw seems to

have set out deliberately and consciously to embody the posi
tive qualities which he conceives to be desirable substi
tutes for these negative elements in Shakespeare's matter.
Asserting that "Shakespear, who knew human weakness so well,
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never knew human strength of the Caesarian type,"^ Shaw in
effect says that it is wrong to make a hero out of such a man
as Antony and to give heroic stature to sexual passion, selfindulgence and suicide, and he offers as a substitute a real
hero, Caesar, who is not the victim of sexual passion, selfindulgence or suicidal despair and who has, as positive qual
ities, a faith in an original, realistic morality, the
courage to act upon it, and the conviction that he lives to
serve purposes beyond his own petty desires.
Antony and Cleopatra opens with Antony already deeply
immersed in his passion for Cleopatra.

The opening speech

of the play, Philo's complaint about the "dotage" which has
transformed Antony, "the triple

pillar of the world," into

no more than "a strumpet's fool," is followed by a scene in
which Antony is clearly the plaything of Cleopatra's teasing
and in which he refuses to hear the news brought by messen
gers from Rome, declaring "Let Rome in Tiber melt, and the
wide arch / Of the ranged empire fall! . . . Kingdoms are
clay . . . .

The nobleness of life / Is to do thus," on the

word "thus" embracing Cleopatra.

In Caesar and Cleopatra,

on the other hand, following the two prologues, both

^Complete Plays With Prefaces, III, liy.
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designed mainly to establish the setting and the historical
method being used, Act I immediately establishes a relation
ship between Caesar and Cleopatra which is quite different
from that between Antony and Cleopatra.

The act opens with

a grandiloquent soliloquy in which Caesar aligns himself with
the Sphinx and the stars, above ordinary humanity, but is
abruptly brought down to earth by the unexpected interruption
of Cleopatra, whose epithet ’’old gentleman” not only makes
him appear very human and ordinary indeed, but also makes
it clear from the first that their relationship is that of a
young girl, hardly more than a child, to a wise, mature, and
sometimes tired middle-aged man.
Caesar's susceptibility to the charms of women is men
tioned several times in the play.

In the alternate prologue

the Persian asserts that ’’This Caesar is a great lover of
women:

he makes them his friends and counsellors."

Caesar

himself admits, in his first scene with Cleopatra before
Cleopatra knows who he is, that Caesar "is easily deceived by
women.

Their eyes dazzle him; and he sees them not as they

are, but as he wishes them to appear to him."

And, to indi

cate that his interest in women is not a thing of the past,
in Act IV, just at the beginning of the banquet scene, Rufio
complains that in the past year Caesar held seven birthday
delebrations in ten months as occasions for flattering pretty
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girls or conciliating ambassadors.

Yet it is obvious that

this interest is for him secondary to his interest in his
responsibilities as a conqueror and ruler.

And though

Cleopatra tries from time to time to practice her charms on
him, as in the scene in which she is brought to the light
house in a carpet and in the banquet scene, it is clear that
Caesar feels no romantic attraction to her, and whenever
there is work to be done or danger to be faced he immedi
ately sets aside all interest in her.

Though in Act IV

he attends the banquet to please Cleopatra, his attitude
toward her is made clear when he defends Appllodorus to Rufio
on the ground that Apollodorus will save them "the trouble of
flattering the Queen,” and then asks Rufio, "what does she
care for old politicians and camp-fed bears like us?"

Simi

larly, in Act II, when Cleopatra is demanding attention and
Caesar wants to get to work he finally persuades her of the
importance of his doing so by pointing out that unless he
manages to keep the road to Rome open there will be no way
for Mark Antony, the "beautiful young man, with strong round
arms," to get to Egypt.

Thus, in contrast to Shakespeare's

Antony, who is lost in his passion for Cleopatra and sets
aside for her all other interests, even his responsibilities
as a member of the triumvirate of Rome, Shaw's Caesar not
only completely forgets about Cleopatra when he has public

responsibilities to attend to, but even tries to interest her
in other men in order to free his time and attention from her
claims on them.
There is a similar contrast between the reactions of
Antony and those of Shaw's Caesar to the lies of Cleopatra.
In the early scenes of Antony and Cleopatra, Cleopatra is
constantly keeping Antony unsettled by her pretenses of ill
ness, pretenses of jealousy and continual changes in mood
(I.iii, for example).

Later in the play, when Antony comes

upon her in amicable conversation with Thyreus, the messenger
from Octavius who is trying to win her to abandon Antony and
make a separate peace with Octavius, and particularly when
he sees her allowing Thyreus to kiss her hand, Antony is for
a moment tormented by the certainty that she is indeed making
such an agreement with Caesar.

After he has vented his fury

by having Thyreus whipped, however, he is easily persuaded
by Cleopatra's extravagant oaths that she is innocent of any
such intentions (Ill-xiii). Yet, when Antony is defeated in
his last battle and his fleet surrenders, he is again quick
to assume that it is Cleopatra who has betrayed him, but when
she sends him word that she has killed herself, he rashly
believes it, makes another complete reversal in his opinion
of her faithfulness to him, and kills himself in remorse for
his accusations of her (IV.xii-xiv).

In this way, Antony's judgment is constantly being un
settled by his inability to determine the truth about
Cleopatra's faithfulness to him.
hand, has no such difficulties.

Shaw's Caesar, on the other
Cleopatra ruefully admits

to Pothinus that she has tried, but failed, to make him
jealous.

Further, when Pothinus thinks to create dissension

between Caesar and Cleopatra by revealing to him that
Cleopatra hopes to use Caesar to regain the throne of Egypt
for herself and then to be rid of him either through his
return to Rome or through his death, Caesar blandly replies,
’Veil, my friend; and is not this very natural?"

Though

Cleopatra protests that Pothinus' accusation is false, Caesar
reveals his understanding of human nature by contradicting
her:

"it is true, though you swore it a thousand times, and

believed all you swore." Later, when Cleopatra insists, "I
have not betrayed you, Caesar:

I swear it,” Caesar replies,

without anger or bitterness, but as a simple statement of
fact, "I know that.

I have not trusted you" (Act IV).

Thus,

an Antony whose judgment and ability to make decisions is
clouded by his passion for a fickle and inconstant woman is
contrasted with a Caesar whose mind is at all times free from
the conflicting emotions brought on by sexual passion and
whose judgments are based on reasonable estimates of the
situation at hand and a wide understanding of and tolerance

83
for the weaknesses of human nature.
As has been pointed out by Wilhelm

Rehbach,^

one of the

most important and dramatic contrasts between Shakespeare's
Antopy and Shaw's Caesar is that between Antony's flight from
■»

the battle of Actium, a flight occasioned solely by his com
plete submergence of all other matters in his passion for
Cleopatra (Ill.x-xi), and Caesar's statement to Cleopatra at
the lighthouse that when the battle between the Egyptian and
the Roman forces begins, "of my soldiers who have trusted me
there is not one whose hand I shall not hold more sacred than
your head" (Act III).

Here an Antony ruled by a personal

passion is contrasted with a Caesar whose actions are gov
erned by his public responsibilities.
All these contrasts between the man who is passion's
slave and the man who is at all times in complete control of
his own mind and heart are highlighted by Cleopatra's own
analysis of Caesar's attitude to her.

When Pothinus asks her

if Caesar does not love her, Cleopatra replies that Caesar
neither loves nor hates anyone and that his kindness to her,
though great, is no greater than his kindness to others-strangers, his slave, even his horse--because "His kindness
is not for anything in me:

it is in his own nature"

^"Shaw's 'Besser als Shakespeare,'" p. 132.
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(Act IV)-.

It is clear, then, that Shaw considers Caesar's

ability to remain free of personal emotional entanglements as
one of the sources of his strength and greatness, and that he
offers this trait as a true characteristic of the great man,
in opposition to the false heroic stature that Shakespeare
gives to Antony's passion.
Though the question of suicide does not arise directly
in the course of the events covered by Shaw's play, Shaw does
in several passages suggest his opinion of suicide as a
reaction to the difficulties of life.
upon suicide.

Both prologues comment

In the alternate prologue, when Bel Affris

recounts how he fled when he and his Egyptian cohorts were
defeated by the Romans, Belzanor asks in disgust, "Could you
not die?"

Bel Affris, quite unabashed, replies, "No:

that

was too easy to be worthy of a descendant of the gods."

In

the first prologue, while telling the story of the events in
Caesar's life before his coming to Egypt, the god Ra asserts
that when it was apparently certain that Caesar would be
defeated by Pompey, he "made a last stand to die honorably,
and did not despair," and as a result "the blood and iron ye
£the audience] pin your faith on fell before the spirit of
man."

A similar rejection of despair comes in Act IV when

Caesar is again faced with almost certain defeat.
to Apollodorus' question"Does Caesar despair?"

In reply

Caesar
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replies, "He who has never hoped can never despair.
in good or bad fortune, looks his fate in the face."

Caesar,
This

courageous response to bad fortune is followed by the immedi
ate reception of good news, that reinforcements have arrived
and the day is saved.

In these passages Shaw clearly rejects

the glorification of suicide which occurs in the last two
acts of Antony and Cleopatra and exalts instead the courage
that it takes not to die but to live to face and cope with
apparent disasters.
In his play Shaw is also offering Caesar's disinterested
service of a cause beyond himself as a contrast to what he
considers the self-seeking individualism of both Antony and
Cleopatra.

The principal example of this self-seeking indi

vidualism on the part of Antony and Cleopatra is, of course,
their sacrifice of everything else to their own selfish
sexual passion, which has already been discussed above.
Their indulgence in other kinds of sensual luxuries is anoth
er such example.

In the very first scene of Antony and

Cleopatra, Antony says, "There's not a minute of our lives
should stretch / Without some pleasure now," and asks, "What
sport tonight?"

After his flight from Actium he is at first

drowned in shame and self-disgust, but soon Cleopatra's con
trition has won him to console her, and then he calls for
"Some wine, within there, and our viands!" (Ill.xi).
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Later, after resolving his dispute with Cleopatra about her
apparent receptiveness to the messages sent by Octavius,
Antony again calls for a celebration:
one other gaudy night.

"Come, / Let's have

Call to me / All my sad captains,

fill our bowls once more. / Let's mock the midnight bell”
(Ill.xiii).

Again, the night before the battle of Alexandria

he makes a similar call for a feast (IV.ii).

All these

instances, taken together with the scene of drunken revelry
aboard Pompey's galley (Il.vii), give an impression of con
stant heavy indulgence in feasting and drinking through the
play.

In contrast Shaw offers the relatively Spartan life of

Caesar and the banquet scene of Caesar and Cleopatra at which
Caesar prefers plain oysters to such rare delicacies as sea
hedgehogs, black and white sea acorns, sea nettles, beccaficoes, and purple shellfish; prefers plain barley water to
rare wines; and prefers a leather cushion to cushions "of
Maltese gauze, stuffed with rose leaves.”

When Cleopatra

complains that her servants would not be satisfied with a
diet as plain as his, Caesar agrees to try the Lesbian wine
instead of the barley water, commenting that just this once
he will sacrifice his comfort to please her.

When their

banquet is interrupted by an emergency and the men have to
rush off to battle, both Rufio and Caesar are obviously glad
to get back into action.

"No more of this mawkish
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revelling,” rejoices Caesar.

”Away with all this stuff:

shut it out of my sight and be off with you” (Act IV).

In

this way the pleasure that Antony takes in luxurious living
is contrasted with the reluctance Caesar feels toward indulg
ing in such living and the joy he feels in returning to a
life of action.
Similarly, the uncivilized way that both Antony and
Cleopatra give free rein to their feelings of anger and
annoyance is contrasted with Caesar's self-control and free
dom from such emotions, particularly in the matter of the
punishment of underlings.

Shakespeare's Cleopatra falls into

a terrible fury with the messenger who brings her the news
that Antony has married Octavia, abusing him verbally, whip
ping him, and finally drawing a knife with the intention of
stabbing him, a fate which he escapes only by running away
(II.v).

As indicated above, Antony is no better in his

treatment of Thyreus, a messenger from Caesar.

"Whip him,

fellows,” Antony orders, "Till, like a boy, you see him
cringe his face / And whine aloud for mercy," and when the
attendants return with Thyreus, Antony is not satisfied until
he hears that Thyreus has cried and begged pardon (Ill.xiii).
In both these instances it is the personal pride of Antony
and of Cleopatra which has been outraged and demands satis
faction by punishing and demeaning others.

In neither case
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does it really matter to the punisher whether the person
being punished is guilty or innocent of the insult to the
punisher; the pride of the punisher simply demands that some
kind of violent vengeance be wreaked on someone.

In this

respect, as in many others, Shaw's Cleopatra shows that she
is simply a younger version of Shakespeare's.

Her first

reaction when Caesar has shown her that she can assume au
thority as queen and put Ftatateeta in her proper place as a
servant to the queen is to demand, "Give me something to beat
her with."

When Caesar prevents her from beating Ftatateeta,

she exclaims, "I will beat somebody,” and attacks a slave
standing by.

After the slave has escaped, she cries out in

exultation, "I am a real Queen at last--a real, real Queen!"
(Act I).

To her, obviously, it is only by beating someone--

anyone, it does not matter who--that she can show her power
as queen and satisfy her pride in her position.
Caesar, in contrast, is above such personal resentments
and above the need to show his power by inflicting harm on
others.

When Britannus brings him a captured bag of letters

which will reveal the names of all those who have plotted
against Caesar in Rome, Caesar orders them thrown into the
fire, asking, " . . . am I a bull dog, to seek quarrels
merely to shew how stubborn my jaws are?"

To Britannus'

protest, "But your honor--the honor Of Rome--" he replies
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simply, ”l do not make human sacrifices to my honor . . . "
(Act III). There is certainly an obvious contrast between
this passage and the scene in Julius Caesar in which Antony,
Lepidus, and Octavius are marking a long list of men for
death because they were a part of the conspiracy against
Caesar (IV.i).

Later in Caesar and Cleopatra the question of

vengeance arises again.

Cleopatra shows, by having Pothinus

murdered, that she has not properly learned the lessons which
Caesar has been striving to teach her.

She defends her

action on the ground that Pothinus has tried to induce her to
conspire with him against Caesar and has insulted her to her
face, exclaiming, "I am not Julius Caesar the dreamer, who
allows every slave to insult himi" and Rufio, Apollodorus,
and Britannus all agree that she was right to have Pothinus
murdered.

In his reply, Caesar refers to them contemptuously

as "you who must not be insulted,” and demonstrates that it
has been his clemency and his failure to take vindictive
action which has maintained peace and kept them all safe in
the midst of their enemies for so long.

Thus, Shaw makes it

evident that Caesar's actions as ruler are not influenced
by petty personal resentments or considerations of personal
honor, but instead by a concern for the general welfare.
In this connection, the respective attitudes of Antony
to Enobarbus and of Caesar to Rufio are instructive.

Though
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Enobarbus is critical of Antony’s actions, most of his criti
cisms are not made directly to Antony, but in conversation
with others, in asides, or in soliloquies.

On two occasions

Antony rebukes Enobarbus for his plain speaking:

first, when

Antony has just received the news of Fulvia's death and com
plains about the "light answers" of Enobarbus to his comments
about her death (I.ii); and later when, in a conversation
between Antony, Lepidus, Caesar and others, Enobarbus real
istically comments that they should forget their grievances
against one another in order to combine against Pompey and
that they can easily enough return to quarreling among them
selves when Pompey is no longer a threat to them.

On the

latter occasion Antony peremptorily commands, "Thou art a
soldier only.

Speak no more," and when Enobarbus remarks

drily, "That truth should be silent I had almost forgot,"
Antony insists angrily, "You wrong this presence, therefore
speak no more" (II.ii).

On the two occasions when Enobarbus

does give Antony important advice--not to let Cleopatra go
to the war and not to fight by sea (III.vii)--his advice is
disregarded, though it is sensible and subsequent events
show its rightness.
Furthermore, the reasons for his disregarding the advice
of Enobarbus (and others) in both of these cases are purely
personal ones, having nothing to do with the facts of the

situations or the welfare of his men and his cause.

In the

first case, of course, the reason is his infatuation with
Cleopatra.

In the second it is Octavius' dare to him to

fight by sea, a dare which Antony feels that his personal
honor demands he meet, although his forces would have the
advantage of Octavius' forces by land and will be at a dis
advantage in a sea fight and although Octavius has himself
disregarded a dare of Antony's, preferring to follow his own
advantage rather than pay heed to'Antony's challenge
(III.vii).

It is thus by basing his actions on his own per

sonal desires and his own sense of personal honor instead of
looking at the realities of the situation and listening to
the advice of others that Antony loses the battle of Actium.
Shaw's Caesar, on the other hand, allows Rufio perfect
freedom of expression, and though Rufio has many criticisms
to make of Caesar's actions, they are almost all made direct
ly to Caesar himself.

He constantly complains to Caesar

about Caesar's clemency, about his wasting time with
Cleopatra, and about his tendency to sermonize.

Though

Caesar seldom follows the advice of Rufio (except about the
sermonizing) and though Rufio's advice usually turns out to
be wrong, Caesar always allows him to voice it freely.
Caesar even gives in to Rufio on one occasion when Rufio
flatly refuses to obey him.

When the disturbance resulting

from the killing of Pothinus has become audible to those at
the banquet, Rufio refuses to leave the banquet scene to find
out the cause of the disturbance until Caesar will rescind
his order to allow Ftatateeta to stay in his absence.

Though

Caesar speaks to him "with grave displeasure,” saying ”Rufio:
there is a time for obedience,” Rufio replies, "And there is
a time for obstinacy," and refuses to move until Caesar,
knowing that Rufio's obstinacy is caused by his concern for
Caesar's safety, orders Ftatateeta to leave.

After Rufio's

departure Cleopatra protests to Caesar, "Why do you allow
Rufio to treat you so?

You should teach him his place,” to

which Caesar replies, "Teach him to be my enemy, and to hide
his thoughts from me . . .” (Act IV).

Thus, in this regard

too Shaw's Caesar, who is not afraid to listen to the plain
speaking of his underlings because it might derogate from his
pride and authority, is contrasted with Shakespeare's Antony,
whose pride in his personal honor is such that he must act
arbitrarily from his own decisions and can neither allow nor
give heed to the advice and criticism of those under his
command.
It is clear, then, that Shaw's Caesar incarnates the
qualities which stand in direct opposition to the indulgence
in sexual passion, selfish individualism and suicide which
Antony and Cleopatra glorifies.

Further, in thus making
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little of the demands of personal honor Shaw's Caesar shows
that he has worked out for himself an original morality in
stead of accepting the "ready-made morality" of his time as
Antony has done.

The demands of personal and national honor

and of vengeance and punishment for those who transgress
against such honor were a part of the "ready-made morality"
of Shakespeare's time, as indeed they were of Shaw's and are
of ours.

Original morality, on the other hand, does not

proceed on the basis of any such pre-accepted concepts or
standards, but determines the rightness of each action by
considering its merits in the particular situation in which
it must fit.

Caesar is horrified at the murders of Pompey

and of Pothinus, though both were his enemies, because the
murders were unnecessary and were done out of a desire for
vengeance, but he condones the murder of Ftatateeta because
it was not done to satisfy any arbitrary standards of venge
ance, punishment, or justice but as a necessary defensive
act (Act V).
In addition, Shaw's Caesar shows a similar degree of
originality and disinterestedness in his conception of the
role of a ruler.

As indicated above, in the view of

Shakespeare's Antony and Cleopatra and of Shaw's Cleopatra
to be a ruler means to have arbitrary power and to wield it
in accordance with one's own whims and desires in the
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protection and prosecution of one's own personal interests.
At no time do any of these three give any thought to their
public responsibilities or to the welfare of any cause beyond
their own personal interest.

Shaw's Caesar, on the other

hand, does not see himself as a free agent acting in his own
interest, but as bound by responsibilities to his own men
and to the peace and order of the world.

His statement

quoted above, page 83, that he places the welfare of his men
above that of Cleopatra is but one of several assertions of
his responsibility to his men.

In the scene in the Egyptian

treasury he explains to Pothinus that his men have taken the
palace, the beach and the eastern harbor because, "I could do
no less, Pothinus, to secure the retreat of my own soldiers.
I am accountable for every life among them" (Act II).

In the

&cene at the lighthouse there is a fine exhibition of three
different degrees of concern or lack of concern for others.
When it becomes apparent that the group at the lighthouse has
been cut off by the enemy, Cleopatra can think only of "me":
"Do not leave me, Caesar," she cries, and later, "But me!
me!!! me!!! what is to become of me?"

Rufio's concern is not

solely for himself, but for "we," the whole group at the
lighthouse:

"We are caught like rats in a trap."

But

Caesar's concern goes entirely beyond the group he is with:
"Rufio, Rufio:

my men at the barricade are between the sea
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party and the shore party.

I have murdered them" (Act III).

In comparison, after his defeat at Actium Antony shows no
such concern for the men who have died needlessly through
his foolish decisions and actions, but shows concern only for
the shame and disgrace which he has brought upon his own per
sonal honor.
Caesar's attitude to the role of the ruler is also made
clear by his attempts to teach Cleopatra to be a real ruler.
When he wants to leave her company to get to work, she
protests that he is a king and kings don't work, something
which she had learned from observation of her father, who was
a king and never worked.

Caesar points out to her, however,

that it is precisely because her father lost his kingdom by
not working that Caesar must now work to straighten the af
fairs of that kingdom (Act II).

Earlier, just after Caesar

has shown Cleopatra how to assume authority as queen, but
before he has revealed to her that he is Caesar, he makes her
see that it is just because she is the queen that she cannot
follow her own personal desire to run away and save herself
but must instead nerve herself to stay and face Caesar,

"is

it sweet or bitter to be a Queen, Cleopatra?" he asks her
then, and she replies, "Bitter" (Act I).

Later, in conversa

tion with Pothinus she shows that she has mastered the theory
of disinterested rule which Caesar has been trying to teach
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her.

She explains to Pothinus why she wishes she were fool

ish, as she once had been:
When I was foolish, I did what I liked,
except when Ftatateeta beat me; and even
then I cheated her and did it by stealth.
Now that Caesar has made me wise, it is no
use my liking or disliking: I do what must
be done, and have no time to attend to my
self. That is not happiness; but it is
greatness. (Act IV)
Unfortunately, her subsequent order to Ftatateeta to have
Pothinus killed shows that she is merely parroting a theory
here, and has not really made its attitudes hers.

The great

ness she describes here is not hers in either play, nor is it
Antony’s, but it is clearly Caesar's, as Caesar is depicted
by Shaw.
Since it is largely through the extravagant imagery of
the poetry of Antony and Cleopatra that the audience is made
to feel the greatness of Antony, who certainly exhibits no
traits of greatness in the course of the play itself, it is
interesting to note that in Shaw's play Caesar's greatness
comes through without the aid of such imagery or poetry.

In

fact, the most extravagant imagery in Caesar and Cleopatra
is in the absurd conceptions of the Homans and of Caesar
which are held by Cleopatra and the more superstitious of the
Egyptians.

Belzanor, in an attempt to frighten Ftatateeta,

says of the Romans:
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Not even the descendants of the gods can resist
them: for they have each man seven arms, each
carrying seven spears. The blood in their
veins is boilipg quicksilver; and their wives
become mothers in three hours, and are slain
and eaten the next day. (alternate prologue)
Before she knows who he is, Cleopatra gives Caesar a similar
description of the Romans and says of Caesar himself that
’’His father was a tiger and his mother a burning mountain:
and his nose is like an elephant's trunk” (Act I).

It is

certainly debatable whether this imagery is intended to par
ody such descriptions of Antony as Cleopatra's:
His face was as the heavens, and therein stuck
A sun and moon, which kept their course, and lighted
The little 0, the earth . . . .
His legs bestrid the ocean. His reared arm
Crested the world. His voice was propertied
As all the tun^d spheres, and that to friends.
But when he meant to quail and shake the orb,
He was as rattling thunder. For his bounty,
There was no winter in't, an autumn 'twas
That grew the more by reaping. His delights
Were dolphinlike, they showed his back above
The element they lived in. In his livery
Walked crowns and crownets, realms and islands were
As plates dropped from his pocket.
(V.ii)
But it is evident, in any case, that Shaw eschews such rhe
toric in his depiction of his hero.
In connection with Caesar and Cleopatra Shaw wrote a
letter to the editor of the Play Pictorial describing the
new concept of the stage hero which he felt was superseding
the old:
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The old demand for the incredible, the impos
sible, the superhuman, which was supplied by
bombast, inflation and the piling of crimes on
catastrophes and factitious raptures on arti
ficial agonies, has fallen off; and the demand
now is for heroes in whom we can recognise our
own humanity, and who, instead of walking,
talking, eating, drinking, sleeping, making
love and fighting single combats in a monot
onous ecstasy of continuous heroism, are heroic
in the true human fashion: that is, touching
the summits only at rare moments, and finding
the proper level of all occasions, condescend
ing with humour and good sense to the prosaic
ones, as well as rising to the noble ones,
instead of ridiculously persisting in rising
to them all on the principle that a hero must
always soar, in season and out of season.^
Accordingly, Shaw humanizes Caesar through Rufio1s occasional
deflation of his attempts at rhetoric, through the jokes of
both Rufio and Cleopatra at the expense of his age and his
baldness, and through his own rueful acknowledgment that Mark
Antony is a much more suitable romantic hero for Cleopatra
than he is.

Nevertheless, in spite of this prosaic and

sometimes comic treatment of Caesar, his greatness shines
through because his own actions and the qualities they reveal
in him are great.

Hence, while Shakespeare had to exercise

his "huge command of rhetoric11 to romanticize and give an

^No. 62 (October, 1907), reprinted in Raymond Mander and
Joe Mitchenson's Theatrical Companion to Shaw: A Pictorial
Record of the First Performances of the Plays of George Ber
nard Shaw (New York: Pitman Publishing Corporation, 1955),
p. 63.
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appearance of greatness to the qualities of Antony which have
their source in his self-absorbing individualism--his absorp
tion in his passion for Cleopatra to the exclusion of all
other interests and responsibilities, his devotion to the
satisfaction of his own personal desires and the demands of
his personal pride,

and his suicidal despair--Shaw had no

need for such rhetoric to lend an aura of greatness to the
qualities of his Caesar which are in reality great because
they stem from his disinterestedness--the scope of his vision
which could see far beyond his own personal desires; his gen
erosity and magnanimity to friend, servant and foe alike; and
his courage and hope in the face of difficult and even appar
ently desperate situations.

When the two are compared on

these terms, one can easily agree with Rufio's assertion to
Cleopatra, "You are a bad hand at a bargain, mistress, if
you will swop Caesar for Antony” (Act V).
While a comparison of Antony and Cleopatra and Caesar
and Cleopatra on the terms given above omits mention of many
of the fine qualities of Shakespeare's play, nevertheless it
is a fair comparison of the two heroes, Antony and Caesar,
as they are depicted in the two plays.

On the other hand,

there are many reasons why it is hardly fair to draw a sim
ilar comparison between Shaw's depiction of Joan of Arc in
Saint Joan and Shakespeare's depiction of her in Henry VI,

Part

I,

For one thing, as Shaw himself points out in

the Preface to Saint Joan, there is much debate among
Shakespearean scholars and critics about the extent to which
Shakespeare had a hand in the writing or revising of jL Henry
VI: a few see it as entirely Shakespeare's work, but an
early work; a few deny that he had any hand in it at all,
either as original writer or as reviser; most agree that he
was only the reviser, not the original writer, but disagree
about the extent to which he revised it and disagree about
the question which scenes show evidence of his revision.^
The conception of Joan in this play is so inconsistent from
one scene to another that it appears not to be the work of
one playwright, and, though many critics feel that the scenes
which give the more sympathetic portrayal of her are probably
Shakespeare's since they are based on the second edition of
Holinshed's Chronicles, one of the sources which Shakespeare
most frequently used, other critics deny that he wrote or
Q

revised any of the scenes which have to do with Joan.
^Preface to Saint Joan, Complete Plays With Prefaces,
II, 285-86; Appendix C of The First Part of King Henry the
Sixth, ed. Tucker Brooke (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University
Press, 1961), pp. 138-47; Hardin Craig, Shakespeare: A
Historical and Critical Study with Annotated Texts- of Twentyone Plays (New York: Scott, Foresman, 1931), pp. 100-02;
Thomas Marc Parrott, William Shakespeare: A Handbook (New
York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1955, pp. 176-27; G. b.
Harrison, Shakespeare), pp. 104-05.
^Brooke, pp. 128-29; Craig, p. 102.
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Obviously, it cannot be fair to base a comparison of
Shakespeare's and Shaw's portrayals of Joan of Arc on a
"Shakespearean" portrayal for which Shakespeare was probably
only partly, and perhaps not at all, responsible„

In addi

tion, the fact that in Shaw's play Joan is the protagonist
and in 1^ Henry VI not only is she not the protagonist but she
is in fact the enemy of the protagonist and his partisans
would under any circumstances lead to some important differ
ences in her portrayal which have less to do with dramatic
theory, technique or ability than with the position of the
character in the play.

Furthermore, it is clear from Shaw's

Preface to Saint Joan that his play is designed to contradict
all of the preceding literary depictions of Joan, not merely
that of 1 Henry VI, and that it is principally aimed at the
excessively sentimental and romantic depictions of her by
Schiller and Twain.^

In view of all of these circumstances,

no just comparison of Shaw's Joan and the Joan for which
Shakespeare may be partly responsible can be drawn, and none
will be attempted here.
It may be appropriate to note, however, that Shaw's Joan
does not possess the characteristics which Shaw criticizes
in the typical heroic figure of Shakespeare and she does

^Complete Plays With Prefaces, II, 285-89.

possess the characteristics which Shaw usually opposes to
them.

His picture of her has neither romanticism nor pes

simism of the kind which Shaw usually associates with
Shakespeare.

Sexual passion or love plays no part at all in

Shaw's characterization of Joan (as it does, incidentally, in
1^ Henry VI, where she is sometimes portrayed as sexually pro
miscuous £v.iii; V.iv] and sometimes as chaste and free from
sexual motivations [l.iij|).

In Shaw's play de Baudricourt

assumes that Poulengey's willingness to help Joan stems from
a sexual interest in her, but Poulengey declares firmly, "I
should as soon think of the Blessed Virgin herself in that
way, as of this girl," and points out that since Joan's
appearance the "foulmouthed and foulminded" soldiers in the
guardroom "have stopped swearing before her" and among them
"there hasn't been a word that has anything to do with her
being a woman" (Scene I).

Joan herself insists:

I will never take a husband . . . . I am a
soldier: I do not want to be thought of as
a woman. I will not dress as a woman. I
do not care for the things women care for.
They dream of lovers, and of money. I dream
of leading a charge, and of placing the big
guns. (Scene III)
Furthermore, as Shaw asserts in his Preface, Joan is
not s u i c i d a l . S h a w cares no more for needless martyrdom

lOcomplete Plays With Prefaces, II, 283.
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than he does for suicide;

11

therefore, he gives Joan's

recantation at her trial a motive which makes that recanta
tion a repudiation of suicide and martyrdom.

When her belief

in her voices has been weakened by her excessive fatigue and
the continual hammering at her by her accusers and when she
is made aware that her burning is imminent, Joan declares:
" . . . only a fool will walk into a fire:
my commonsense, cannot will me to do that."

God, who gave me
Subsequently,

when she tears up her recantation, it is primarily because
the alternative offered is to her much worse than burning at
the stake.

"Light your fire," she exclaims.

"Do you think

I dread it as much as the life of a rat in a hole?"

Thus, it

is not from any glorification of suicide or martyrdom that
she goes willingly to the stake instead of sticking to her
recantation, but only because her opponents think perpetual
imprisonment is better than burning at the stake and thereby
demonstrate to her that they are wrong and her voices were
after all right (Scene VI).

In addition, Shaw avoids placing

undue stress on Joan's burning by keeping it offstage and by

•^See, for example, his notes to Caesar and Cleopatra,
where he asserts: "Goodness, in its popular British sense of
self-denial, implies that man is vicious by nature, and that
supreme goodness is supreme martyrdom. Not sharing that
pious opinion, I have not given countenance to it in any of
my plays.” Complete Plays With Prefaces, III, 479.

104
adding an epilogue whose principal purpose, according to his
Preface, is to show that Joan's "history in the world" did
not end with her death, but began with it.

12

As to individualism, Shaw's Joan does exhibit one
variety of it, but it is not the petty, self-centered indi
vidualism that Shaw finds in Shakespeare's heroes.

As

Cauchon asserts, Joan exhibits the kind of individualism that
"sets up the private judgment of the single erring mortal
against the considered wisdom and experience of The Church"
(Scene VI).

In this, however, she is showing the kind of

originality of thought which in Shaw's view is a character
istic of human greatness:

she is rejecting ready-made

morality, which in this case comes to her through the Church,
and putting in its place an original philosophy and morality
which have come to her through her own mind.

Of this kind

of individualism Shaw, of course, not only approves, but
insists that it is a necessary ingredient of human greatness
and of the advancement of humanity in the world.

But, as it

is in the case of Shaw's Caesar and of his Joan, this kind
of individualism must be exercised in the disinterested
service of something beyond the petty, selfish concerns of
the individual person.

The difference between the two kinds

Incomplete Plays With Prefaces, II, 315.
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of individualism is thus illustrated in the following
exchange between Charles, the Dauphin, and Joan:
Charles . . . I dont want to be bothered with
children. I dont want to be a father; and
I dont want to be a son: especially a son
of St Louis. I dont want to be any of these
fine things you all have your heads full of:
I want to be just what I am. Why cant you
mind your own business, and let me mind mine?
Joan . . . What is my business? Helping mother
at home. What is thine? Petting lapdogs and
sucking sugar-sticks. I call that muck. I
tell thee it is God's business we are here to
do: not our own. I have a message to thee
from God; and thou must listen to it, though
thy heart break with the terror of it.
(Scene II)
Here Charles's reiterated "I dont want" and ”l want" are
reminiscent of Cleopatra's "me! me!!! me!!!” in Caesar and
Cleopatra. Joan also wants:

she wants a horse; she wants

armor; she wants troops of men; she wants the king to act
like a king.

Her desires are not personal ones, however, but

desires for the means to do the will of God.
Furthermore, in this play others besides Joan are moti
vated by purposes beyond their own personal desires.

Shaw's

Preface implies that Cauchon, the Inquisitor, and even
Warwick, are acting neither from personal villainy nor from
any other strictly personal motivation, but in the service of
the respective institutions which they represent--the Church
and feudalism.

The play bears out this implication, not only

through the lengthy dialogue of Scene IV between Warwick and
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Cauchon, a dialogue which demonstrates that Joan is a fore
runner of Protestantism and nationalism and thus threatens
both the Catholic Church and the institution of feudalism,
but also through the continual insistence of both the
Inquisitor and Cauchon upon fair treatment for Joan in the
trial and through their evident desire that she should escape
the burning and save her soul through recantation (Scenes IV
and VI).

Shaw's Preface indicates that in this respect he

does oppose his characters to those of Shakespeare:
Now there is not a breath of medieval atmosphere
in Shakespear's histories. . . . his figures are
all intensely Protestant, individualist, scepti
cal, self-centered in everything but their love
affairs, and completely personal and selfish
even in them. His kings are not statesmen: his
cardinals have no religion: a novice can read
his plays from one end to the other without
learning that the world is finally governed by
forces expressing themselves in religions and
laws which make epochs rather than by vulgarly
ambitious individuals who make rows. The divin
ity which shapes our ends, rough hew them how we
will, is mentioned fatalistically only to be
forgotten immediately like a passing vague appre
hension. To Shakespear as to Mark Twain, Cauchon
would have been a tyrant and a bull^ instead of
a Catholic, and the inquisitor Lemaitre would
have been a Sadist instead of a lawyer. Warwick
would have had no more feudal quality than his
successor the King Maker has in the play of
Henry VI. . . . Nature abhors this vacuum in
Shakespear; and I have taken care to let the
medieval atmosphere blow through my play freely.
Those who see it performed will not mistake the
startling event it records for a mere personal
accident. They will have before them not only
the visible and human puppets, but the Church,

the Inquisition, the Feudal System, with divine
inspiration always beating against their too
inelastic limits: all more terrible in their
dramatic force than any of the little mortal
figures clanking about in plate armor or moving
silently in the frocks and hoods of the order
of St. Dominic.^
It is evident, then, that although no fair comparison
can be drawn between the Shavian and the "Shakespearean”
depictions of Joan, Shaw does nevertheless set the view of
history exemplified in these two historical plays, Caesar and
Cleopatra and Saint Joan, against the view of history exempli
fied in Shakespeare's historical plays.

Shakespeare1s depict

the events of history as resulting from the struggles between
persons motivated entirely by their own selfish concerns.
Shaw's depict the events of history as resulting from strug
gles of two different kinds: those between persons who are
motivated by concerns beyond their own personal interest, on
the one hand, and persons who are motivated solely by their
own selfish concerns, on the other; and those between persons
who are all motivated by concerns beyond their own personal
interest, but of whom some are upholding the traditional,
conventional morality and philosophy of their time and others
are substituting for that a philosophy and morality which

^ Complete Plays With Prefaces, III, 311-12.
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they have thought out for themselves.

The great figures of

Shakespeare's histories are made to seem great by a romantic
exaltation of their selfish individualism; the great figures
of Shaw's histories are those who bring to their service of a
cause beyond themselves a view of reality and morality which
is original, instead of accepting the view which is handed to
them by the prevailing institutions of their time.

CHAPTER IV
THE RELATIONSHIPS OF ANDREW UNDERSHAFT
TO RICHARD III AND EDMUND
Just as the plays of Shaw which deal explicitly with
Shakespeare or characters actually portrayed by Shakespeare
reveal the differences in philosophic basis which Shaw
believed to exist between Shakespeare and himself, so also
many of Shaw's plays which treat character types, circum
stances, incidents, or themes similar to, though not
identical with, those of Shakespeare's plays also reveal
these differences in philosophic basis.

The differences in

Shakespeare's and Shaw's concepts of morality and of what
constitutes human greatness, for example, are evident not
merely in the differences in their portrayals of Caesar and
Joan and the contrast between Shaw's Caesar and Shakespeare's
Antony, but also in the contrasts and parallels which can be
drawn between many other Shakespearean heroes and Shavian
great men and, perhaps even more interestingly, between some
Shakespearean villains and Shavian great men.

Indeed, the

very discrimination in terminology necessitated here between
Shakespeare's "heroes" and Shaw's "great men" ("great
109
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persons" would perhaps be an even more appropriate term,
since these great persons are often women) indicates one of
these philosophic differences, the difference suggested by
Shakespeare's depiction of his characters as heroes or vil
lains, as opposed to Shaw's insistence that there are in his
plays no heroes or villains, but merely human beings with a
-1

variety of strengths and weaknesses.

The effects on char

acter depiction which have their basis in this philosophic
distinction are illuminated by a consideration of the simi
larities and differences in Shakespeare's Richard III (of the
play of that name) and Edmund (of King Lear) and Shaw's
Andrew Undershaft (of Ma jor Barbara).
Richard III, deprived by his physical deformity of the
ability to attract the love of women, decides that he will
not simply give in and accept the unhappy lot which nature
has dealt out to him, but will substitute the satisfaction of
ambition for the satisfaction of love.

He therefore resolves

that he will use any unscrupulous means necessary to make

^-Though Shaw does sometimes use the term "hero" in con
nection with his characters, as when, in the Preface to
Ma jor Barbara, he describes Undershaft as the hero of that
play (Complete Plays With Prefaces, I, 308), he uses the
term to mean the "principal character" or the "protagonist,"
rather than to mean the "good man" as opposed to the "evil
man."

Ill
himself king, thus securing the power to force at least a
pretense of love from all the court.
of

In the opening speech

theplay he sets forth this resolve and its causes:
But I, that am not shaped for sportive tricks,
Nor made to court an amorous looking-glass;
I, that am rudely stamped, and want love's
majesty
To strut before a wanton ambling nymph;
I, that am curtailed of this fair proportion,
Cheated of feature by dissembling nature,
Deformed, unfinished, sent before my time
Into this breathing world, scarce half made up,
And that so lamely and unfashionable
That dogs bark at me as I halt by them;
Why, I, in this weak piping time of peace,
Have no delight to pass away the time, . . .
And therefore, since I cannot prove a lover,
To entertain these fair well-spoken days,
I am determined to prove a villain
And hate the idle pleasures of these days.
Plots have I laid, inductions dangerous. . . .(I.i)

Edmund, deprived by his illegitimate birth and the social and
legal systems of his day of the wealth and position he feels
should be his, also resolves that he will not tamely accept
his lot but will use any unscrupulous means necessary to gain
that wealth and position.

In his first soliloquy in the play

he sets forth this resolve and its causes:
Thou, Nature, art my goddess, to thy law
My services are bound. Wherefore should I
Stand in the plague of custom, and permit
The curiosity of nations to deprive me,
For that I am some twelve or fourteen moonshines
Lag of a brother? Why bastard? Wherefore base?
When my dimensions are as well compact,
My mind as generous and my shape as true,
As honest madam's issue? Why brand they us
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With base? With baseness? Bastardy? Base, base?
Who in the lusty stealth of nature take
More composition and fierce quality
Than doth, within a dull, stale, tired bed,
Go to the creating a whole tribe of fops
Got 'tween asleep and wake? Well then,
Legitimate Edgar, I must have your land.
Our father's love is to the bastard Edmund
As to the legitimate--fine word, "legitimate"!
Well, my legitimate, if this letter speed
And my invention thrive, Edmund the base
Shall top the legitimate. I grow, I prosper.
Now, gods, stand up for bastards! (I.ii)
Undershaft, deprived by his poverty and illegitimacy and by
the economic and social systems of his day of the money nec
essary to live decently, also resolves that he will not
tamely accept his lot but will use any unscrupulous means
necessary to gain that necessary money.

After having achiered

millionaire statusand the power that goes with
he

that status,

looks back upon this resolve and its causes:
_I was an east ender.
I moralized and starved
until one day I swore that I would be a full-fed
free man at all costs--that nothing should stop
me except a bullet, neither reason nor morals
nor the lives of other men. I said "Thou shalt
starve ere I starve"; and with that word I
became free and great. (Act III)
Thus, each of these men refuses to accept the limita

tions which are imposed upon him by the circumstances of his
birthand

insists that

due inlife regardless

he will have what he considers his
of what he has to do to get it.

Further, the resolves of these men to use unscrupulous means
when necessary to achieve their ends are not mere idle words.
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Each does in fact resort to very ruthless actions.

Richard

murders at least eleven people, including his own brother,
his own wife, and two young nephews who are mere boys.
Edmund puts his brother Edgar in peril of his life; betrays
his father, Gloucester, to Gloucester's enemies, who. put but
his eyes and turn him out of doors blind and helpless; at one
and the same time professes love to two sisters (both already
married) and, as a consequence, provokes a rivalry between
them which causes one to poison the other and then commit
suicide; and orders the murders of Lear and Cordelia.

Though

the details of Undershaft's rise to fortune are never given,
his millions are made in a munitions company which, as a
matter of policy, sells munitions to anyone who can pay for
them, regardless of the use to which they may be put, and he
is shown rejoicing at the news that a newly developed weapon
has successfully blown up three hundred men, a piece of news
which he receives without the slightest expression of concern
for the men who have been killed or even interest in knowing
what side of the war they were on.

They are apparently no

more to him than the dummies on which the weapons are tried
out while they are still at the munitions works, one of which
he kicks "brutally" aside as he brings in this news.
In addition to the similarities in their resolves to
overcome the handicaps arising from the circumstances of

their births and in addition to the ruthlessness of the steps
they take to overcome those handicaps, there are other strik
ing similarities in these three men.

Each of them views

humanity with a clear-eyed realism bordering on cynical dis
illusionment about the motives and actions of others.

Such

a cynical estimate of others is evident in Richard's treat
ment of Lady Anne, for example.

Although she knows that he

has murdered her husband, Edward, and her father-in-law,
Henry VI, Richard nevertheless decides that he must and will
marry her, and he apparently does not view this knowledge on
her part as any serious bar to his courtship of her.

He

even broaches the subject of such a marriage to her while she
is mourning over the coffin of Henry.

Giving her the flat

tering excuse for these murders that he committed them out
of his love for her and her great beauty, and putting on a
show of repentance, he does actually succeed in winning her
almost immediately to a consideration of

his suit, a success

which leads him to declaim cynically in a soliloquy:
Was ever woman in this humor wooed?
Was ever woman in this humor won?
i'll have her, but I will not keep her long.
What! I, that killed her husband and his father,
To take her in her heart's extremest hate,
With curses in her mouth, tears in her eyes,
The bleeding witness of her hatred by-Having God, her conscience, and these bars against
me,
And I nothing to back my suit at all
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But the plain Devil and dissembling looks,
And yet to win her, all the world to nothing!
(I.ii)
Similarly, in spite of his veiled admission that he has had
the two young sons of Queen Elizabeth killed, Richard does
not hesitate to make an attempt to persuade her that she
should give him her daughter Elizabeth in marriage, and after
it appears that he has succeeded in this attempt by playing
on Queen Elizabeth's desire to be the mother of a queen if
she cannot be the mother of a king, he subsequently describes
her scornfully as a "relenting fool, and shallow, changing
woman!”

(IV.iv).

These actions and comments of Richard show a very cyni
cal view of the sincerity and depth of the emotions of these
two women and of the extent to which they can be swayed by
appeals to their personal vanity and personal advantage.
Edmund shows a similarly cynical view of the foolishness and
self-deception which characterize mankind in general.

When

Edmund's father attributes his troubles and the troubles of
the kingdom to "these late eclipses in the sun and moon, ”
Edmund reveals in a soliloquy his own rejection of such

ile

fac

and romantic excuses and explanations for the troubles

of humanity and his substitution instead of a very realistic
assumption of personal responsibility for his own actions
and their consequences:
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This is the excellent foppery of the world, that
when we are sick in fortune--often the surfeit
of our own behavior--we make guilty of our
disasters the sun, the moon, and the stars, as
if we were villains by necessity, fools by
heavenly compulsion; knaves, thieves, and
treachers by spherical predominance; drunkards,
liars, and adulterers by an enforced obedience
of planetary influence; and all that we are evil
in, by a divine thrusting on— an admirable
evasion of whoremaster man, to lay his goatish
disposition to the charge of a star! My father
compounded wit^i my mother under the dragon’s
tail, and my nativity was under Ursa Major, so
that it follows I am rough and lecherous. Tut,
I should have been that I am had the maidenliest
star in the firmament twinkled on my bastardizing.
(I.ii)
Undershaft shows a similar disdain for what he refers to
as the "common mob of slaves and idolators" who do not face
the realities of life, and when Cusins asserts that he and
Undershaft's daughter Barbara are "in love with the common
people," Undershaft remarks:
This love of the common people may please an
earl's granddaughter and a university professor;
but I have been a common man and a poor man; and
it has no romance for me. Leave it to the poor
to pretend that poverty is a blessing: leave it
to the coward to make religion of his cowardice
by preaching humility: we know better than that.
(Act II)
Furthermore, each of these three men uses his under
standing of human motivation to manipulate others and mold
them to his will.

Each uses appeals to stock emotional

responses, rather than to reason, to sway people and thus
achieve his own ends.

Richard, for example, in order to
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persuade the mayor and the citizens of London to call on him
to take the throne, stages a scene in which Buckingham calls
him forth and he, pretending to a piety which he does not
have, appears before the people prayer book in hand, standing
between two clergymen, and feigning reluctance to hear or
accede to Buckingham's plea that he take up England's crown.
As he foresaw, his feigned preference to spend his time in
prayer and meditation and his feigned reluctance to take up
the burden of rule impress the people favorably and persuade
them that the idea of making Richard king originated with
them rather than with Richard (Ill.vii).

Similarly, Edmund,

to impress Gloucester and others with the sincerity of his
loyalty and devotion to Gloucester, gives himself a wound in
the arm, which he pretends to have received in a fight with
Edgar over Edgar's proposal that they murder Gloucester.
When he is praised for his loyalty to Gloucester, Edmund
modestly protests that he was merely doing his duty as a
son.

As he foresaw, this service of his impresses not only

Gloucester, but others of the court also, and gains him a
high position with Cornwall (II.i).

Undershaft appeals to

a different, but equally reliable, stock emotional response,
the snobbery of his workers, to keep his munitions works
operating efficiently with the least possible trouble to
himself.

He declares that he never gives orders to his men,
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and when Cusins asks how he can then maintain discipline
among them, he replies:
I dont. They do. You see, the one thing JOnes
wont stand is any rebellion from the man under
him, or any assertion of social equality between
the wife of the man with 4 shillings a week less
than himself, and Mrs Jones! Of course they all
rebel against me, theoretically. Practically,
every man of them keeps the man just below him
in his place. . . . I say that certain things
are to be done; but I dont order anybody to do
them. I dont say, mind you, that there is no
ordering about and snubbing and even bullying.
The men snub the boys and order them about; the
carmen snub the sweepers; the artisans snub the
unskilled laborers; the foremen drive and bully
both the laborers and artisans; the assistant
engineers find fault with the foremen; the chief
engineers drop on the assistants; the depart
mental managers worry the chiefs; and the clerks
have tall hats and hymnbooks and keep up the
social tone by refusing to associate on equal
terms with anybody. The result is a colossal
profit, which comes to me. (Act III)
Thus, each of these three men uses the unthinking
emotional reactions of people to his own advantage.

More

over, each shows that he himself is immune to emotional
appeals, sincere or spurious, and is himself guided solely
by reason in the achievement of his ends.

Richard, for

example, shows no compunction whatsoever about the murders
he commits and orders committed.

In the last act, to be

sure, after the ghosts of all those he has murdered have
appeared to him, his conscience does seem to trouble him
briefly, but this troubling of his conscience appears to be
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mainly caused by fear and self-interest, rather than by any
sincere

sorrow for the victims of his murders; furthermore,

he soon

shakes off its effect and charges into battle with

his old

ferocity. And except for this one speech after the

appearance of the ghosts, throughout the play he speaks with
a

greatcoldness and lack of concern about the murders.

The

murders of the most pitiful of Richard's victims, the two
young princes, cause

their hired murderers, although they

are described as "fleshed villains, bloody dogs,” to weep
"like two children" and to be filled with remorse, but
Richard feels no such emotion.

He receives with evident

satisfaction the news that the murders have been done, com
placently makes a mental inventory of the steps he has taken
to counteract all the threats to his position as king, and
gaily departs to woo Elizabeth:
The son of Clarence have I pent up close,
His daughter meanly have I matched in marriage,
The sons of Edward sleep in Abraham's bosom,
And Anne my wife hath bid the world good night.
Now, for I know the Breton Richmond aims
At young Elizabeth, my brother's daughter,
And, by that knot, looks proudly o'er the crown,
To her I go, a jolly thriving wooer. (IV.iii)
As this speech also reveals, Richard shows no emotion
over the murder of his wife, nor does he at any time show
any sincere emotion toward her.

Although his professed

motive for his determination to make himself king is his
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inability to be successful in wooing the ladies, yet his
success with Lady Anne obviously does not arouse in him any
love for her.

Even as he begins to court her he determines

that she will be his wife only temporarily, serving merely
as a stepping stone on his way upward, and that he will kill
her when he needs to marry another to protect his position.
He sticks remorselessly to this resolve, apparently never
developing any feeling at all for her or, indeed, for anyone
else in the play.
Similarly, Edmund, although he uses the love of both
Goneril and Regan to advance his own interests, apparently
does not feel any emotion for either one of them.

He delib

erates quite coolly on the question which one he should
accept in marriage, and concludes that he will use the love
of Goneril to obtain the advantage of being associated with
the forces of her husband, Albany, in the approaching battle,
but that after the battle, rather than take any risk on him
self, he will leave it to Goneril, if she wants to marry him,
to murder Albany (V.i).

And, of course, he shows no pity for

his father or his brother, nor any remorse for his treatment
of them except for that which he feels in his dying moments
when he hears Edgar's account of the experiences of his
blinded father.
Undershaft does not, to our knowledge, murder any close
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friends or relatives, his murders, as far as we know, being
confined to the impersonal murder by his weapons of large
numbers of people unknown to him.

As indicated earlier, he

shows no trace of emotion over such murders, but considers
them very coldbloodedly as simply one of the necessary ele
ments in the success of his business, just as Richard and
Edmund consider their murders and betrayals simply as nec
essary steps in the success of their business, which is to
rise to a position of power.

In other respects Undershaft

also shows an immunity to emotional appeals.

He rejects

his wife's appeals to family feeling in his insistence on
sticking to the tradition that the munitions company must be
passed on to a foundling,
the Undershafts.

rather than to the actual sons of

When his wife, Lady Britomart, makes an

appeal to his sense of duty, he brushes that aside also as
humbug and trickery, protesting:
Come, Biddy! these tricks of the governing
class are of no use with me. I am one of
the governing class myself; and it is waste
of time giving tracts to a missionary. I
have the power in this matter; and I am not
to be humbugged into using it for your
purposes. (Act III)
He further indicates his immunity to appeals to love of any
kind when his daughter asks him if he loves nobody and in
reply he admits to loving only his "best friend," whom he
identifies as "My bravest enemy.

That is the man who keeps
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me up to the mark" (Act III).

To Undershaft, obviously, love

is merely another faculty to be utilized in the pursuit of
success.
It is evident, then, that all three of these men have
a high degree of resistance to emotional appeals, and instead
of basing their actions on emotional considerations, base
them on the coldblooded calculation of personal advantage.
Another similarity of the three is that not only are they all
unmoved by the conventional religious and moral beliefs of
their time, but each of them expresses scorn for the naivete
and the conventional religiosity and morality of others and
gloats over his ability to play upon these qualities to trick
and deceive their possessors.

For example, when Richard's

mother gives him her blessing, he mocks her piety in an
aside:
Amen, and make me die a good old man!
That is the butt end of a mother's blessing.
I marvel why her Grace did leave it out. (II.ii)
After convincing Clarence that the queen is responsible for
his imprisonment in the Tower and after promising to exert
every effort to secure his release, Richard describes
Clarence in a brief soliloquy as "simple, plain Clarence,"
and reveals his intention to have Clarence murdered (I.i).
Later he refers, with equal scorn, to Hastings, Derby, and
Buckingham as "simple gulls" for believing his assertions
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that it was the queen and her partisans who were responsible
for the imprisonment of Clarence (I.iii).
Similarly, Edmund speaks with contempt of the naivet£
and the morality of Gloucester and Edgar, the very qualities
which he plays upon to overcome them.

Having set Gloucester

against Edgar by showing Gloucester a forged letter, suppos
edly from Edgar, seeking to plot his father's death and
having persuaded Edgar to stay away from Gloucester because
of Gloucester's anger, Edmund gloats in a soliloquy:
A credulous father, and a brother noble,
Whose nature is so far from doing harms
That he suspects none, on whose foolish honesty
My practices ride easy. (I.ii)
Undershaft also repeatedly speaks with mocking contempt
of naivete and of conventional piety and morality.

He ridi

cules the naive claim of his son Stephen to know the differ
ence between right and wrong, a knowledge which in Stephen's
words is "nothing more than any honorable English gentleman
claims as his birthright" but in Undershaft's words is "the
secret that has puzzled all the philosophers, baffled all the
lawyers, muddled all the men of business, and ruined most of
the a r t i s t s . i n a similar vein he speaks of the naive

^In Shaw's view, obviously, Shakespeare himself is an
outstanding example of an artist who has been "ruined" by
his acceptance of facile and superficial answers to questions
of right and wrong.
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belief of Jennie Hill that she is qualified to teach religion
and morality:
You are all alike, you respectable people.
You cant tell me the bursting strain of a teninch gun, which is a very simple matter; but
you all think you can tell me the bursting
strain of a man under temptation. You darent
handle high explosives; but youre all ready
to handle honesty and truth and justice and
the whole duty of man, and kill one another
at that game. (Act III)
Furthermore, he demonstrates sardonically to Cusins that the
work of the Salvation Army actually benefits him and other
wealthy industrialists more than it does the poor because it
inculcates in the poor religious and moral beliefs which make
them docile servants of the rich:
Cusins.

I dont think you quite know what the
Army does for the poor.
Undershaft. Oh yes I do. It draws their teeth:
that is enough for me--as a man of
business-Cusins. Nonsense! It makes them sober-Undershaft. I prefer sober workmen. The profits
are larger.
Cusins. — honest—
Undershaft. Honest workmen are the most
economical.
Cusins. — attached to their homes-Undershaft. So much the better: they will put up
with anything sooner than change their
shop.
Cusins. — happy—
Undershaft. An invaluable safeguard against
revolution.
Cusins. --unselfish-Undershaft. Indifferent to their own interests,
which suits me exactly.
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Cusins.

-r-with their thoughts on heavenly
things—
Undershaft . . . . And not on Trade Unionism
nor Socialism. Excellent.
(Act II)
In Undershaft's opinion, then, the poor are credulous fools
for allowing the rich to use the Salvation Army to trick them
into accepting gladly a lot in life which they should reject,
as he has rejected it, by violence if necessary.
Thus, Shakespeare's Richard III and Edmund and Shaw's
Undershaft are alike in many important respects:

each is the

victim of a handicap imposed upon him at birth by circum
stances over which he had no control, a handicap which puts a
blight upon his whole life; each resolves to use any means
necessary, no matter how unscrupulous, to improve his own
circumstances and remove the effects of this blight from his
life; each does indeed resort to very ruthless means, includ
ing murder, to advance himself; each has a realistic, even a
cynical, view of the motives of others; each uses his under
standing of human motivation to manipulate others to his own
advantage; each is immune to emotional appeals, but acts
solely from clear-eyed, realistic estimates of what will best
serve his own ends; each has a scorn for the naivete and con
ventional beliefs of others and plays upon these qualities to
his own advantage.

Yet, despite these numerous similarities

in the three men, the two who are Shakespeare's creations are
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depicted as villains and the one who is Shaw's is not only
not depicted as a villain but is actually presented as an
admirably strong and effective person and at the end of the
play is given a complete victory over even the best of the
other characters.
That Richard and Edmund are meant to be interpreted as
villains is easily demonstrated, since these two men are
among those of Shakespeare's characters whom Shaw described
as telling the audience "for five solid minutes" that they
are villains and glory in their

views.^

In the soliloquy

quoted above on page 111, Richard says explicitly, "I am
determined to prove a villain," an assertion which he repeats
in different words at intervals thoughout the play, as when
he describes in a soliloquy his pretense of piety and
Christian charity and then concludes, "And thus I clothe
my naked villainy / With old odd ends stolen out of holy
writ, / And seem a saint when most I play the devil" (I.iii),
and in his soliloquy after the appearance to him of the
ghosts of his murder victims, when he asserts "I am a vil
lain," and "My conscience hath a thousand several tongues, /
And every tongue brings in a several tale, / And every tale
condemns me for a villain" (V.iii).

3

See page 33 above.

Although Edmund does
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not use the words "villain” or "villainy" to describe himself
and his actions, nevertheless, as is evident from the pas
sages quoted above, on pages 111 and 123, he also makes his
villainy evident in his soliloquies.
Furthermore, both show some slight signs of remorse and
repentance at the very end of the plays in which they appear,
and both, although their stratagems are successful through
out their plays until the very end, are defeated at the end,
are killed, and have their villainy branded as such and
repudiated by the survivors in the play.

Richard shows some

repentance, though it stems more from fear than from remorse,
in his speech after dreaming of the ghosts of his victims.
And after Richard has been slain, Richmond says of him, "the
bloody dog is dead," and Derby, taking the crown from his
head and presenting it to Richmond, says "this long-usurped
royalty / From the dead temples of this bloody wretch / Have
I plucked off, to grace thy brows withal" (V.v).

Thus, vil

lainy is defeated and repudiated, and power is restored to
the forces of goodness.

Similarly, in the last act of King

Lear Edmund receives a mortal wound, confesses his past
villainy, and in a spirit of repentance attempts to save Lear
and Cordelia from the death he had earlier ordered for them.
In this very repentance he brands himself as inherently evil
by saying, "seme good I mean to do, / Despite of mine own
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nature.”

Since he is only a secondary character in the play,

he is carried off-stage to die so that his death will not
interfere with the drama of Lear's last moments.

When the

news of Edmund's death is reported on stage it is referred
to as "but a trifle here" because of the deaths of so many
other, but more important people, arid these words provide an
ironic comment upon the utter defeat of Edmund's dreams of
raising himself to wealth and importance through his vil
lainy.
Although Undershaft does not brand his own actions as
villainous, he is as explicit about his anti-Christian, antimoral actions as are Richard and Edmund.

He even insists

upon having them recognized as anti-Christian and anti-moral
when others try to minimize their harsh character.

He

declares that he is "a profiteer in mutilation and murder,”
and when Charles Lomax, one of his prospective sons-in-law,
tries to soften the effect of this statement by suggesting
that "the more destructive war becomes, the sooner it will be
abolished," Undershaft rejects the suggestion vigorously:
No, Mr. Lomax: I am obliged to you for making
the usual excuse for my trade; but I am not
ashamed of it. I am nrit one of those men who
keep their morals and their business in water
tight compartments. All the spare money my
trade rivals spend on hospitals, cathedrals,
and other receptacles for conscience money,
I devote to experiments and researches in
improved methods of destroying life and property.
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I have always done so; and I always shall.
Therefore your Christmas card moralities of
peace on earth and goodwill among men are of
no use to me. Your Christianity, which enjoins
you to resist not evil, and to turn the other
cheek, would make me a bankrupt. My morality—
my religion--must have a place for cannons and
torpedoes in it. (Act I)
And when he gives Mrs. Baines a contribution of five thousand
pounds for the Salvation Army, he describes for her in very
stark terras the way the money was earned:
Think of my business! think of the widows and
orphans! the men and lads torn to pieces with
shrapnel and poisoned with lyddite! . . . the
oceans of blood, not one drop of which is shed
in a really just cause! the ravaged crops!
the peaceful peasants forced, women and men,
to till their fields under the fire of oppos
ing armies on pain of starvation! the bad
b]Lood of the fierce little cowards at home who
egg on others to fight for the gratification
of their national vanity! All this makes
money for me: I am never richer, never busier
than when the papers are full of it. (Act II)
Although he describes these results of his work in such
brutal terms, however, Undershaft never recognizes his work
or any of his deeds as evil, never repents, and is never
defeated.

On the contrary, he is entirely successful in

everything he sets out to do in the play, and at the end he
succeeds in converting to his own cause the two most intel
ligent and able of the other characters in the play, his
daughter Barbara and her fiance, Adolphus Cusins.

This

strange state of affairs has led to much speculation and
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debate among critics as to just how Undershaft's role in the
play is meant to be interpreted.

Mindful of Shaw's descrip

tion of Undershaft as the "hero” of the play, critics have
tried to explain away Undershaft's brutality and coldblooded
ness, but have had such difficulty in doing so that it is
evident this play qualifies as one of the "new" dramas of
which Shaw said, "the question which makes the play inter
esting (when it is^ interesting) is which is the villain and
which the hero.
Nevertheless, though many critics have found Undershaft
horrifying, few have seen him as an unadulterated villain.
Martin Meisel asserts that Undershaft embodies many of the
characteristics of the typical villain of nineteenth century
melodrama, but that there is much more to him than simply
this superficial appearance of villainy; he is a "humani
tarian diabolist and self-declared mystic . . . whose voca
tion in the end is the same as Barbara's:

the saving of

s o u l s . M a n y critics have pointed out that in the play
Cusins repeatedly refers to Undershaft as Mephistopheles, the
Prince of Darkness, Machiavelli, and the like, and that Shaw

^•Quintessence of Ibsenism, p. 176.
5Shaw and the Nineteenth-Century Tlieater (Princeton,
N. J„: Princeton University Press, 1963), pp. 296-302; 302.
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himself, in a letter to Louis Calvert, described Undershaft
as lfBroadbent and Keegan rolled into one with Mephistopheles
thrown in,” but they too have usually seen his diabolism as
only one aspect of his character, a character which, on the
whole, is presented as admirable.^
A number of critical interpretations of Undershaft see
him as representing qualities which by themselves make for
an incomplete or undesirable character but which, when com
bined with the good qualities of others, such as Barbara or
Cusins, will compose a character more desirable than the
characters of any of the three taken alone.

Eric Bentley,

for example, believes that Shaw intended Cusins to be the
"great man" of the play, representing "the synthesis of
Barbara's idealism and her father's realism," but that Shaw
unintentionally made "his monster so impressive that no good
man can match him."7

Although he does refer to Undershaft

^See, for example, Charles A. Berst, "The Devil and
Mai or Barbara," PMLA, 83 (March, 1968), 72, 73; A. M. Gibbs,
Shaw (Edinburgh: Oliver & Boyd, 1969), p. 45; Daniel J.
Leary, "Dialectical Action in Mai or Barbara," Shaw Review,
12 (May, 1969), 49, 52; Margery M. Morgan, "Major Barbara,"
in Twentieth Century Interpretations of Maj or Barbara: A
Collection of Critical Essays, ed. Rose Zimbardo (Englewood
Cliffs, N. J.: Prentice-Hall, 1970), pp. 72, 83; Arthur H.
Nethercot, Men and Supermen: The Shavian Portrait Galiery
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1954),
pp. 63-65.
7Bernard Shaw: A Reconsideration (Norfolk, Conn.:
James Laughlin, 1947), p. 167.
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as a "monster" and opposes him to a "good man," nevertheless
in this analysis Bentley obviously does not think of
Undershaft entirely as a villain since he represents one side
of the anticipated (and desired) synthesis.

In similar

interpretations Daniel J. Leary sees Barbara as representing
spiritual power, Undershaft as representing material power,
and Cusins as representing "the promise of a synthesis to
come,"8 and Anthony S. Abbott sees the play as suggesting
that "the salvation of society can be achieved only through
a union of spiritual wisdom (Barbara), intellectual wisdom
(Cusins), and material power (Undershaft)."^
Other critics put more stress on Undershaft's role as a
stepping stone to better things to come, a necessary figure
in the development of a better society or an important stage
in the evolution of the Superman.

Thus, William Irvine

asserts that Undershaft "remains in the capitalistic phase
and on the capitalistic side of the class struggle," but that
through the power of his munitions to blow up the past and
through his challenge to the poor to "repudiate poverty when
they have had enough of it" he is inviting the destruction of

^"Dialectical Action in Major Barbara," pp. 56, 49.
^"Assault on Idealism:
Major Barbara," Twentieth
Century Interpretations, p. 56.

his own capitalistic class and the establishment of a Marxist
classless society.'*'®

Bernard F. Dukore sees Cusins as plan

ning to replace the capitalism of Undershaft with socialism,
so that Mthe social achievements of this Andrew Undershaft
will be used as a foundation upon which the next Undershaft
hopes to b u i l d . D a v i d H. Bowman feels that Undershaft
represents Mammon; that the moralists who oppose him, includ
ing Lady Britomart, Barbara, and the Salvation Army, repre
sent Jehovah; and that Shaw allows Mammon to triumph over
Jehovah because, in Shaw’s words, ’’Mammon can be developed
into a socialist power, whereas Jehovah makes any such change
of mind impossible.”^

Charles A. Berst believes that

Undershaft is being used by the Life Force ”as a startingpoint . . . for a new moral direction,” for in improving the
physical conditions of men's lives he is providing "the most
practical first step toward spiritual well-being.”-^

And

Rose Zimbardo interprets Undershaft as individual will in the

10The Universe of G.B.S. (New York:
pp. 261-63.

McGraw-Hill, 1949),

■^’’The Undershaft Maxims," Modern Drama, 9 (May, 1966),
99-100.
l2"Shaw, stead and the Undershaft Tradition,” Shaw
Review, 14 (Jan., 1971), 29, 31.
13”The Devil and Maj or Barbara,” p. 79.
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service of divine will; he is ’’heroic, individuated man”
whose "destiny is to widen as fully as he can, by the
strength of his own will, the dimensions of being, and then
to fall before the coming of his successor.”^

All of these

interpretations very obviously view Undershaft not as a vil
lain, but as a positive, if incomplete and impermanent,
force, a person whose triumph at the end of the play is a
good thing for the world.
Thus, Shaw presents Undershaft as, at the very least,
an important step in the direction of a positive good, if
not a positive good himself, while Shakespeare presents two
very similar men as villains.

The reasons for this differ

ence in depiction clearly have their basis in the philosoph
ical differences which Shaw believed to exist between himself
and Shakespeare.
First of all, as indicated earlier, Shaw denies that
villains are sufficiently interesting, important or realis
tic to be good material for drama, and therefore he professes
that he does not depict his characters as either heroes or
villains, but instead as ordinary human beings of varying
degrees of strength and weakness.

In the Preface to Maj or

•^Introduction to Twentieth Century Interpretations,
pp. 9-10.

135
Barbara Shaw specifically denies that Undershaft is villain
ous, declaring that:
Undershaft, the hero of Major Barbara, is
simply a man who, having grasped the fact
that poverty is a crime, knows that when
society offered him the alternative of pov
erty or a lucrative trade in death and des
truction, it offered him, not a choice
between opulent villainy and humble virtue,
but between energetic enterprise and cowardly
infamy.
Undershaft's choice, then, was simply the lesser of two
evils, and if there is any villainy involved in this choice
it is not in Undershaft but in the society which limited him
to these two alternatives.
Further, Shaw also denies that Richard and Edmund are
villains, declaring in a letter to Forbes Robertson that
"William's villains are all my eye:

neither Iago, Edmund,

Richard nor Macbeth have any real malice in them."

It is

also interesting that in this letter written about a year and
a half before he wrote Maj or Barbara Shaw describes Richard
in terms1which are quite applicable to Undershaft.

For exam

ple, in this letter Shaw proposes a Nietzschean interpreta
tion of Richard, and many critics have seen a strong
Nietzschean influence in Undershaft, in spite of the warning

•^Complete plays With Prefaces, I, 308.
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of Shaw's Preface against such an attribution of influence.^
Moreover, in this letter Shaw describes Richard as being
opposed by platitudinous moralists, particularly Richmond,
just as in his own play Shaw presents Undershaft as being
opposed by platitudinous moralists, such as Lady Britomart,
Stephen, and Charles Lomax.

For example, in the letter Shaw

contrasts the ’’pious twaddle” of Richmond's oration to his
troops with the bold order of Richard, ’’Upon them!

To't pell

mell, / If not to heaven, then hand in hand to hell,” and he
refers to Richard as "being hunted down . . . by the Rev.
Pecksniff Richmond and his c h o i r . U n d e r s h a f t , of course,
is opposed by, among other moralists, Lady Britomart, who
can say of her husband, without consciousness of irony, that
"he broke the law when he was born:

his parents were not

married"; by his son Stephen, who is unable to understand how
people can differ about right and wrong, because "Right is
right; and wrong is wrong; and if a man cannot distinguish

■^See, for example, William Irvine, The Universe of
G.B.S., p. 263; Louis Crompton, Shaw the Dramatist (Lincoln,
Neb.: University of Nebraska Press, 1969), p. 113; A. M.
Gibbs, Shaw,p. 46; Rose Zimbardo, Introduction to Twentieth
Century interpretations, p. 10; Margery M. Morgan, ^’Major
Barbara," in Twentieth Century interpretations, p. 69; Shaw's
Preface, Complete Plays With Prefaces, I, 299-305.
^Letter dated December 21 and 22, 1903, reprinted in
Shaw oh Shakespeare, pp. 171-72.
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them properly, he is either a fool or a rascal:

thats all";

and by Charles Lomax, who appeals to reason with the follow
ing results:
The cannon business may be necessary and all
that: we cant get on without cannons; but it
isn't right, you know. On the other hand,
there may be a certain amount of tosh about
the Salvation Army--I belong to the
Established Church myself--but still you
cant deny that it's religion; and you cant
go against religion, can you? At least unless
youre downright immoral, dont you know.
(Act I)
More extreme examples of the mouthing of pious platitudes
could hardly be found anywhere.
It seems clear that at least when he wrote this letter
Shaw was rejecting the interpretation of Richard as a villain
and viewing him in much the same way as he later depicted
Undershaft.

Because he did not believe in villains, he did

not view them as such.
The discussion of moralists, however, raises an impor
tant distinction in the portrayals of these three men--a
distinction in their attitudes toward the conventional moral
ity of their time.

All three of them flout that morality,

but their attitudes toward it are nevertheless not the same.
As pointed out earlier, Richard and Edmund both take great
delight in playing upon the piety and morality of others to
trick and deceive them, and they both speak unashamedly in
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soliloquies about the immorality of their own actions, but
such speeches are made only as soliloquies.

Before all

others they both pretend to great morality and piety.

On the

other hand, Undershaft, whose motto is "Unashamed," not only
acknowledges before everyone actions and ideas which others
consider immoral, but, as we have seen, rejects excuses which
are offered for them and insists that others see these
actions and ideas for what they really are.
Moreover, Richard has no thought of repudiating the
received morality of his time.

He enjoys his wrongdoing and

is immensely pleased when his success in wrongdoing is
brought .about by his playing upon the naive morality or piety
of others, but he never for a moment questions that it is
wrongdoing, and he never tries to justify it.

He refers in

his opening speech to his deformity and his inability to
please the ladies, not as justification for his actions, but
solely as explanation of his motives.

Thus, he accepts the

morality of his day in theory even as he acts in opposition
to it, and when he calls himself a villain he is using this
morality as the standard by which he judges himself.
Edmund's case is not quite so simple.

If he were judged

solely by Acts II through V, the same statements could be
made about him as are made about Richard in the preceding
paragraph.

Edmund enjoys his wrongdoing and his success in
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it, but he knows that it is wrong and as he is dying he con
fesses his evil deeds, repents, and in his statement of re
pentance brands himself as evil by nature.

The implication

of all this certainly is that he accepts the moral code of
his day as correct, even though he has wrongfully acted
against it.
From Act I, however, a somewhat different picture of
Edmund emerges.

There he very definitely does question the

moral system that relegates him to a permanently inferior
social and economic position because of a circumstance over
which he had no control and which has had no noticeable
effect on him other than the artificial legal and social
effects.

His first soliloquy, quoted on pages 111 and 112

above, is composed predominantly of questions aimed at the
validity of this moral system:

"Wherefore should I / Stand

in the plague of custom. . . .. Why bastard? Wherefore base?
. . . Why brand they us / With base? With baseness? Bastardy?
Base, base? . . . "

In addition, in scoffing at legitimacy

and declaring that "Edmund the base / Shall top the legiti
mate," he is repudiating the established moral system, and in
devoting himself to nature and her laws he is devoting him
self to a force which does not recognize the moral systems
established by civilization.

Thus, this speech does not

simply explain motives, as does Richard's opening speech,
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but it actually rejects the established moral code and puts
in its place a different code on which to base behavior.
Later in the same scene Edmund makes the basis of that new
code clear:
Let me, if not by birth, have lands by wit:
All with me's meet that I can fashion fit.
It is, then, an entirely pragmatic basis:

whatever action

can be made to serve his purposes is a proper action.
Furthermore,

Edmund's rejection of the influence of the

stars and heavenly spheres on man (in the speech beginning
"This is the excellent foppery of the world,11 quoted at
page 116 above) is often interpreted as a rejection of the
religion of his

day.

Hence, in this act of the play, Edmund is much more like
Undershaft than he is like Richard; he rejects ready-made

l^vjith regard to this speech, John F. Danby asserts that
"belief or disbelief in astrology was not in the sixteenth
century definitive of orthodoxy"; yet he sees the soliloquy
as indicating that to Edmund nature is a "dead mechanism" in
which everything operates solely by "material cause and
effect" (Shakespeare1s Doctrine of Nature: A Study of king
Lear {London: Faber & Faber, 194SQ, pp. 37-38.) Irving
Ribner gives the speech essentially the same interpretation:
Edmund thinks of nature as a "Godless mechanism" and of the
universe as "without divine purposie or guidance" (patterns in
Shake spear ian Tragedy (New York: Barnes & Noble, 1960J,
p. 123). And Hardin Craig concludes that this soliloquy
"must be meant to indicate his denial of religion" ("The
Ethics of king Lear," PQ, 4 (April, 19253, 104).
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morality and substitutes for it a morality which he has
devised for himself.

Furthermore, his attack on "the system”

and his plea for the validity of his own position are charac
terized by such a degree of reason and eloquence that they
seem at first to justify his position.

Edmund's depiction in

the remainder of the play, however, is not consistent with
this interpretation.

Though he may seem to be a Shavian

original moralist in Act I, in the rest of the play he is a
Shakespearean villain who accepts as right the moral code
against which he transgresses.
Undershaft, of course, is an original moralist.

When

he made the moral choice embodied in his resolve that "Thou
shalt starve ere I starve,” he rejected the moral code which
says that it is better to be poor and honest than to be rich
and dishonest, that it is better to be the victim of a crime
than the criminal, that it is better to suffer than to
inflict suffering.

In his subsequent actions he does not

merely ignore or flout the moral code of his time, as Richard
does, but he substitutes for it a moral code of his own devis
ing.

Thus, Undershaft vigorously denies his wife's assertion

that he has no moral ideas and that his success arises simply
from the fact that he is "selfish and unscrupulous":
Not at all. I had the strongest scruples
about poverty and starvation. Your moralists
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are quite unscrupulous about both: they make
virtues of them. I had rather be a thief than
a pauper. I had rather be a murderer than a
slave. I dont want to be either; but if you
force the alternative on me, then, by Heaven,
i'll choose the braver and more moral one. I
hate poverty and slavery worse than any other
crimes whatsoever.
(Act III)
Furthermore, Undershaft insists on proclaiming to all
the world the superiority of his moral code to the accepted
one.

It is, in fact, this insistence on preaching his own

brand of morality which is the principal complaint of his
wife against him and the principal cause of their separation,
as she explains to her son:
I really cannot bear an immoral man. I am not
a Pharisee, I hopei and I should not have
minded his merely doing wrong things: we are
none of us perfect. But your father didnt
exactly do wrong things: he said them and
thought them: that was what was so dreadful.
He really had a sort of religion of wrongness.
Just as one doesnt mind men practising immor
ality so long as they own that they are in the
wrong by preaching morality; so I couldnt
forgive Andrew for preaching immorality while
he practised morality. You would all have
grown up without principles, without any
knowledge of right and wrong, if he had been
in the house.
(Act I)
In opposition to her view, Undershaft invites those
around him to examine their moralities and religions in the
light

of reality and cast them out if they do not conform to

that reality.

To Barbara he says, ”. . .

you have made for

yourself something that you call a morality or a religion or
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what not.

It doesnt fit the facts.

it and get one that does fit.”

Well, scrap it.

Scrap

By following this course of

action himself, he claims, he has been able to save Barbara's
soul by providing her with the physical well-being which made
it unnecessary for her to struggle against poverty and which
is the necessary basis for a sound spiritual well-being.

For

the workers in his company, who live in his model city and
have the benefit of all the best that can be supplied for
their physical health and comfort, he has similarly provided
a basis of physical well-being which will make spiritual
growth possible.

Thus, when judged by these results, his

morality is better than that of the Salvation Army, which
engages in the "cheap work” of "converting starving men with
a Bible in one hand and a slice of bread in the other,"
forcing those men to a hypocritical pretense of spiritual
conversion in order to get the slice of bread (Act III).
Undershaft even defends, on the basis of his own moral
system, the destruction and murder which are the products of
the munitions works from which he derives his millions.

The

fundamental tenet of the "true faith of an Armorer," he
asserts, is "to give arms to all men who offer an honest
price for them, without respect of persons or principles."
Though this tenet may seem to be amoral, rather than either
moral or immoral, Undershaft insists that it is moral because
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it means that the evils of the world can be corrected when
ever the good people of the world care enough about correct
ing those evils to buy and use his arms against them.
"Whatever can blow men up can blow society up," he declares.
Therefore, it is up to the good people to use his weapons to
change society:
I will take an order from a good man as cheer
fully as from a bad one. If you good people
prefer preaching and shirking to buying my
weapons and fighting the rascals, dont blame
me. I can make cannons: I cannot make cour
age and conviction. (Act III)
In spite of this statement that he "cannot make courage
and conviction," Undershaft is obviously trying to make that
courage and conviction through his preaching of his own
moral system.

After explaining that the "history of most

self-made millionaires" begins, as did his own career as a
millionaire, with the resolve that "Thou shalt starve ere I
starve," Undershaft adds, ,lWhen it is the history of every
Englishman we shall have an England worth living in"
(Act III), in this statement revealing his true missionary
zeal to spread what Shaw in the Preface calls "the Gospel of
St. Andrew .Undershaft.
Thus, Undershaft is most definitely and vigorously

•^Complete Plays With Prefaces, I, 305.
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asserting a new morality to replace the established morality
of his day, whereas Richard is depicted entirely, and Edmund
is depicted for the most part, as simply living in contra
diction to an established morality which they accept as right
even as they are acting in opposition to it.

Except in

Edmund's speeches in the first act of Lear, Richard and
Edmund are not portrayed as original moralists, whereas
Undershaft is certainly a very original moralist.
The depictions of Edmund and Richard differ philosoph
ically from that of Undershaft in one other important
respect:

Edmund and Richard are acting entirely in accord

ance with their own personal desires and for their own per
sonal advantages, but Undershaft repeatedly indicates that
he is acting in accordance with the dictates of a will be
yond his own.

Richard's soliloquies make it very evident

that he is acting solely in the pursuit of his own ambitions
and has no concern for the welfare of his country
anyone in it other than himself.
Edmund.

or for

The same can be said of

Even in the social criticism implicit in his

first soliloquy he is obviously not concerned with im
proving the attitude of society toward illegitimate
children so that the lot of other people in his situa
tion will be better, but is motivated solely by a desire
to improve his own personal lot.

The very factthat he
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utters these criticisms only in soliloquy, never attempting
to persuade others of their reasonableness but, on the con
trary, pretending to others that he acquiesces in the moral
ity dictated by society, indicates that he has no desire
to change society, but only to change his own position in
society.

Undershaft, on the other hand, as indicated above,

preaches his morality to all and sundry with the clear inten
tion that society be improved by conversion to his way of
thinking.
In addition, Undershaft frequently refers to a will or
purpose higher than his own whose servant he is.

When Lady

Britomart expresses her amazement at the magnificence of the
industrial empire which he owns, he protests, ”lt does not
belong to me.

I belong to it" (Act III).

Indeed, the very

fact that each person who takes over the munitions works must
give up his own name and take the name of Andrew Undershaft
suggests that he is submerging his own individuality in some
thing larger and greater than himself.

This suggestion is

supported by several exchanges between Undershaft and Cusins.
For example, when Cusins asserts that if he takes over the
munitions works he will do as he pleases in deciding whom to
sell munitions to, Undershaft replies, ’’From the moment when
you become Andrew Undershaft, you will never do as you please
again.”

And when Cusins asks," . . . what drives the place?”
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Undershaft replies, "A will of which I am a part.”

Similar

ly, when Cusins insists that if he agrees to become the next
owner of the munitions works he will not go to work at six
o'clock in the morning, but at the "healthy, rational" hour
of eleven, Undershaft replies, "Come when you please:

before

a week you will come at six and stay until I turn you out for
the sake of your health.”

Further, in the last words of the

play, Undershaft says to Cusins, "Six o'clock tomorrow morn
ing, Euripides.”

Thus, the play concludes with the evident

conviction on the part of Undershaft that Cusins will indeed
find his own desires negated by those of the higher will
which, in agreeing to become the next Andrew Undershaft,
Cusins has agreed to serve.
It is therefore clear that in Andrew Undershaft Shaw
draws a character who is very much like Shakespeare's
Richard III and Edmund, and yet Shaw's portrayal of that
character is different from Shakespeare's portrayals of
Richard and Edmund in several respects which reveal some of
the philosophical differences in the viewpoints of the two
playwrights which Shaw has stressed in his Shakespearean
criticism.

The three characters are alike in being born the

victims of unfortunate circumstances, in the firmness of their
resolves to improve their circumstances, in the ruthlessness
with which they undertake the improvement of those

circumstances, in their cynical realism, in their immunity to
emotional appeals, and in their scorn for the naivete and
conventional morality arid piety of others.

Undershaft is

different from Richard and Edmund, however, in that he is not
presented as a villain, as they are; he does not flout a
morality in which he believes, as they do, but he substitutes
for the received morality an original morality which he con
siders better; and his actions are not merely serving his own
personal aims, as theirs are, but are controlled by a force
greater than himself and are designed to effect an improve
ment of society.

Thus, by making these three changes in a

Shakespearean villain Shaw converts him into a Shavian great
man with all the important characteristics usually associ
ated with a Shavian great man:

that is, he is not motivated

by emotional appeals, whether they be the appeals of roman
tic, sexual love, the appeals of family love, or appeals to
duty; he does not give in to despair or to the suicidal
temptations repesented by the prospect of accepting his lot
and remaining a victim of, and martyr to, society; he il does
not accept the ready-made morality of his time, but works out
a more realistic and valid morality of his own; he is not
motivated by self-centered individualism, but by a devotion
to purposes larger than his own; and he is therefore not
romantic and pessimistic, but realistic and optimistic.
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Whether or not Undershaft is a conscious repudiation of the
Shakespearean conception of villains is, of course, impos
sible to say; but that he is such a repudiation, conscious or
unconscious, seems undeniable.

CHAPTER V
THE RELATIONSHIPS OF SERGIUS AND DON JUAN
TO HAMLET
Shaw has made comparisons of both his Sergius Saranoff
(of Arms and the Man) and his Don Juan (of Man and Superman)
with Shakespeare's Hamlet as Shaw sees Hamlet.

Although

these comparisons seem at first glance rather farfetched,
close examination reveals that they are quite apt and that,
like other comparisons between Shaw's and Shakespeare's
works, they illuminate Shaw's criticisms of Shakespeare's
philosophy.
Shaw's comparison of Sergius to Hamlet is reported by
Archibald Henderson, who says Shaw once told him "that Arms
and the Man was an attempt at Hamlet in the comic spirit:
Shakespeare, modified by Ibsen, and comically transfigured by
Shaw."

Henderson amplifies this comment with the statement:

"Sergius, the Bulgarian Byron, the comedic Hamlet, is per
petually mocked by the disparity between his imaginative
ideals and the disillusions which constantly sting his sen
sitive nature."^

•^-Playboy and Prophet, p. 473.
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Few critics have mentioned this comparison at all, and
of those who have done so, few have given it more than pass
ing comment.

Arthur Nethercot, for example, refers to the

Henderson report of this comparison, but remarks only that
the audience failed to interpret Sergius in the spirit that
Shaw had intended.^

Referring to this same failure of audi

ences to understand Sergius, Charles A. Berst asserts that
"Shaw was seeking to portray not a bounder, but a 'comedic
Hamlet' awakening to a tentative consciousness of his own
absurdity and tortured by it" and that "like Hamlet, he
JjSergiusJ is acutely aware of his many-sided personality."^
One

of the most extensive comments on the comparison is that

of Maurice Colbourne, who lists several parallels between
Sergius and Hamlet:
. o . certainly the tormented Bulgarian, just
like the gloomy Dane, suffers agonies from
inability to do his duty as he sees it; both
are idealists who find disillusion lurking
behind each ideal; and where Hamlet exclaims:
'How all occasions do inform against me I'
Sergius cries: 'Mockery everywhere! Every
thing that I think is mocked by everything
that I do.'^

^Men and Supermen, p. 59.
^"Romance and Reality in Arms and the Man," MLQ, 27
(June, 1966), 199, 206.
^The Real Bernard Shaw, pp. 126-27.
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Louis Crompton, in a commentary of approximately the same
length, provides at least one additional point of comparison
between the two, that of Sergius' treatment of Louka and
Hamlet's treatment of Ophelia:
o . . Sergius is Hamlet in his contempt for
existence, in his cruel play with Louka, and
in his propensity to fall into Hamlet's
"O-what-a-rogpe-and-peasant-slave-am-l" vein.
He goes to embrace "the blood-red blossom of
war" and "the doom assign'd" because, like
Hamlet. . . he is disgusted with human nature
itself.5
The last sentence of this analysis, however, seems clearly to
be in error--Sergius goes to war because it is the heroic,
the ideal, thing to do; when he becomes disillusioned with
war, because he discovers that "soldiering" is not heroic but
is instead "the coward's art of attacking mercilessly when
you are strong, and keeping out of harm's way when you are
weak," he resigns from the army (Act II).
Though Alick West does not attempt to list in this
fashion the points of comparison between Sergius and Hamlet,
he does take note of Shaw's intention to make Sergius a
"comedic Hamlet" and complains that it is Shaw's own fault
that audiences have failed to interpret Sergius properly,
because Shaw "degrades his Hamlet" by making him into

5Shaw the Dramatist, p. 25. Copyright 1969 by Louis
Crompton and the University of Nebraska Press.
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a virtual automaton.

fi

E. J. West, on the other hand, by

ridiculing Alick West for overlooking the adjective ,lcomedic,,
and trying to make a serious comparison between Hamlet and
Sergius, implies that no such serious comparison can validly
be made.^
E. J. West's point here does not, however, seem to be
well taken.

For one thing, there is no apparent reason why

a "comedic" character cannot be compared with a tragic char
acter.

Shaw certainly saw no bar to such a comparison, as

is evident in his assertion that if such "accidents” as
"the horrors of his borrowed plots" were removed from
Shakespeare's tragedies they could "be changed into comedies
without altering a hair of their ([the heroes^ beards,"
because the characters would be the same whether their cir
cumstances were those of tragedy or those of comedy.®

For

another, Shaw's constant insistence that Sergius should not
be played as a.farcical character but instead as a serious
character indicates that although he appears in a comedy he

®"A Good Man Fallen Among Fabians" (London:
Wishart Ltd., 1950), pp. 82-83.

Lawrence &

7"'Arma Virumque' Shaw Did Not Sing," Colorado
Quarterly, 1 (Winter, 1953), 277.
Q

Quintessence of Ibsenism, p. 179.
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is nevertheless intended to be taken seriously, as a realis
tic character.

E. J. West himself points out that except for

one stage direction (when Louka has just asked Sergius for an
apology and Sergius, preparing to say MI never apologize," is
described as folding his arms "like a repeating clock of
which the spring has been touched" [Act IlfJ) "the script
gives

no real excuse for the actor £sic] making fun of his

part,

as most Sergiuses . „ . have done."

Further, after

analyzing the role of Sergius, West concludes that he should
be played" 'straight1 without caricature" and that Shaw's
treatment of Sergius "as a tragi-comic figure" is "ironic
yet sympathetic."9

Certainly a character who can be de

scribed in such terms as these is serious enough to warrant
comparison with another seriously conceived character.
Shaw complained vociferously and frequently about the
misunderstanding of the entire play, as well as the misunder
standing of the character of Sergius, by critics, audiences,
and even actors playing the parts.

In a letter to Henry

Arthur Jones he wrote that:
. . . in Arms and the Man, I had the curious
experience of witnessing an apparently insane
success, with the actors and actresses almost
losing their heads with the intoxication of

^’"Arma Virumque' Shaw Did Not Sing," pp. 277-78.
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laugh after laugh, and of going before the
curtain to tremendous applause, the only
person in the theatre who knewnthat the whole
affair was a ghastly failure.
In his view ;Lt was a failure because the play had been inter
preted as farce, rather than as high comedy, and the charac
ters had not been taken seriously.

In the Preface to William

Archer's The Theatrical 'World' of 1894, Shaw again described
this experience of taking a curtain call for a play which was
apparently hugely successful but which he knew had been
entirely misunderstood by the audience, and here he asserted
that the source of this misunderstanding lay in the misinter
pretation of the character of Sergius:
The whole difficulty was created by the fact
that my Bulgarian hero, quite as much as
Helmer in A Doll's House, was a hero shown
from the modern woman1s point of view. I
complicated the psychology by making him
catch glimpse after glimpse of his own aspect
and conduct from this point of view himself,
as all men are beginning to do more or less
now, the result, of course, being the most
horrible dubiety on his part as to whether he
was really a brave and chivalrous gentleman,
or a humbug and a moral coward. His actions,
equally of course, were hopelessly irrecon
cilable with either theory. Need I add that
if the straightforward Helmer, a very honest
and ordinary middle-class man misled by false
ideals of womanhood, bewildered the public

^Doris Arthur Jones, The Life and Letters of Henry
Arthur Jones (London, 1930), pp. 140-41, quoted by Archibald
Henderson in Playboy and Prophet, p. 474, n. 7.
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and was finally set down as a selfish cad by
all the Helmers in the audience, a fortiori
my introspective Bulgarian never had a chance,
and was dismissed with but moderately spon
taneous laughter, as a swaggering impostor of
the species for which contemporary slang has
invented the term "bounder" ? H
In a letter to Richard Mansfield Shaw showed his concern
that the role of Sergius be understood properly, by urging,
without success, that Mansfield play Sergius rather than
Bluntschli in the American production of the play because the
actor who plays Sergius must be "a man who will strike the
imagination of the house at once, and lift that flirtation
scene with Louka into one of the hits of the play" and
because "all Sergius's scenes are horribly unsafe in second
10

rate hands, whereas Bluntschli and Raina cannot fail."1
Furthermore, Maurice Colbourne, who played the part of

Sergius in the 1932 film version of the play, asserts that
Shaw "was always at pains to stress the importance of
Sergius," and that "in Shaw's mind the play's hero is
Sergius „"13

(London:

Walter Scott, Ltd., 1895), pp. xxvii-

xxviii.
l^Letter of June 9, 1894, reprinted in Henderson,
Playboy and Prophet, pp. 361-62.
13The Real Bernard Shaw, pp. 126-27.
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Nevertheless, in spite of Shaw's attempts to make sure
that Sergius was played seriously, it is clear that a serious
interpretation of Sergius, and hence of the play as a whole,
has seldom been given by actors or made by audiences and
critics.

Hesketh Pearson reports Shaw's own 1927 statement

that the play "never had a really whole-hearted success until
after the war, when soldiering had come home to the London
playgoer's own door, and he saw that the play was a classic
comedy and not an opera bouffe without the music."

Pearson

also reports, however, that Shaw attended a revival of the
play by Robert Loraine shortly after World War I and de
scribed himself as:
. . . horrified to find that the experience
of 1894 was repeating itself. On that occa
sion there was a wildly successful first
night, on which the company was anxiously
doing its best with the play, and wondering
what would happen. What happened was that
they were overwhelmed with laughter and ap
plause. This set their puzzled minds com
pletely at ease; they concluded that the piece
was a farcical comedy. At the subsequent
performances they played for the laughs and
didn't get them.
As Pearson pointed out, such treatment of the play as a
farce ruined it, because "Shaw had planned all the laughs
unerringly, but only as responses to an earnestly sincere
performance."^

That farcical productions of the play have

•^G.B.S.: A Full Length Portrait (New York:
Brothers, 1942), pp. 168, 332-33, 167.

Harper &
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continued to be the rule, however, is evident from Purdom's
remark that "the tendency to treat it [Arms and the Man} as
self-conscious burlesque, evident in late revivals, instead
of full-toned romantic comedy, does it no justice."15
Until recently critics have also, for the most part,
failed to take this play seriously as high comedy.

Shaw's

good friend William Archer, for example, wrote that he sus
pected Shaw of believing that he had written "a serious
comedy" but that the second and third acts of the play could
not be accepted as either "romantic comedy" or "coherent
farce," but only as "bright, clever, superficially cynical
extravaganza."

Further, Archer characterized Sergius as a

"Byronic swaggerer" and as "Sergius the Sublime," who "has
no sort of belief in his own sublimity."

1 fi

Even Henderson,

who prints a number of Shaw's protests against the misinter
pretation of Sergius and of the play as a whole, nevertheless
concludes by calling the play "a comic-opera without music,"
a label which implies a lack of seriousness in the play and
which Shaw particularly disliked to have attached to the
play.17

15Guide to the Plays, p. 163.
16The Theatrical 'World' of 18^4, pp. Ill, 116-17, 115.
17piayboy and Prophet, p. 475.
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It is undoubtedly these failures to make "straight”
instead of farcical interpretations of the role of Sergius
which

have caused the failure of critics to take Shaw's com

parison of Sergius to Hamlet seriously.

Nevertheless, it is

certainly clear that Shaw himself took Sergius seriously and,
whether or not he was successful in creating a serious char
acter in Sergius, the mere fact that he was attempting to do
so suggests the possibility that there was also a certain
seriousness in his comparison of Sergius to Hamlet.

This

suggestion is supported by the number of similarities which
exist between Shaw's depiction of Sergius and Shaw's critical
comments upon Hamlet.
The fundamental ground of similarity between Sergius, as
Shaw depicts him, and Hamlet, as Shaw interprets him, is, of
course, their disillusionment with themselves, with others,
and with the world.

In connection with this disillusionment,

a comparison of Shaw's summary, in "Better than Shakespear?"
of some of the characteristics of Hamlet with Shaw's des
cription of Sergius in the stage directions of Arms and the
Man reveals some interesting similarities.
Shakespear?"

In "Better than

Shaw says:

The tragedy of disillusion and doubt, of the
agonized struggle for a foothold on the quick
sand made by an acute observation striving to
verify its vain attribution of morality and
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respectability to Nature, of the faithless
will and the keen eyes that the faithless will
is too weak to blind: all this will give you
a Hamlet . . . .
In his description of Sergius, Shaw says that he has a
"jealously observant eye" and an "acute critical faculty" and
that his "half tragic, half ironic air" have been acquired
By his brooding on the perpetual failure, not
only of others, but of himself, to live up to
his ideals; by his consequent cynical scorn
for humanity; by his jejune credulity as to
the absolute validity of his concepts and the
unworthiness of the world in disregarding them;
by his wincings and mockeries under the sting
of the petty disillusions which every hour
spent among men brings to his sensitive observa
tion . . . . (Act II)
There are even verbal echoes here— between the "jealous
ly observant eye" of Sergius and the "keen eyes" of Hamlet
and between the "acute critical faculty" and "sensitive ob
servation" of Sergius and the "acute observation" of Hamlet.
In addition, there are three important parallels in content.
First, the idea expressed in the phrase from the description
of Hamlet "the tragedy of disillusion and doubt" is the same
as that in the phrase from the description of Sergius "the

^®It is true that the quotation continues "or a
Macbeth," but the description is so much more appropriate to
Hamlet than to Macbeth that it seems fair to assume that Shaw
here had Hamlet principally in mind. Preface to Three Plays
for Puritans, Complete Plays With Prefaces, III, liv.
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petty disillusions which every hour spent among men brings to
his sensitive observation,” except that in the latter case
there is emphasis on the fact that the disillusionments are
"petty."

That Shaw considered the disillusionments of Hamlet

also to be petty, however, is suggested by his description of
the play as:
. . . the tragedy of private life— nay of
individual bachelor-poet life. It belongs to
a detached residence, a select library, an
exclusive circle, to no occupation, to fathom
less boredom, to impenitent mugwumpism, to the
illusion that the futility of these things is
the futility of existence, and its contempla
tion philosophy: in short, to the dream-fed
gentlemanism of the age which Shakespear
inaugurated in English literature.^
Second, the idea embodied in the phrase from the description
of Hamlet about "the agonized struggle for a foothold on the
quicksand made by an acute observation striving to- verify its
vain attribution of morality and respectability to Nature" is
the same as that in the phrase from the description of
Sergius about "his jejune credulity as to the absolute valid
ity of his concepts and the unworthiness of the world in
disregarding them," especially since the "concepts" of
Sergius have just been described as "ideals.”

Third, the

^Review in the January 29, 1898, Saturday Review of the
Beerbohm Tree production of Hamlet; Shaw on Shakespeare,
p. 110.
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phrase from the Hamlet description about "the faithless will
and the keen eyes that the faithless will is too weak to
blind" embodies the same idea as the phrase from the Sergius
description about "his brooding on the perpetual failure
. . . of himself, to live up to his ideals."

In connection

with this third similarity, Shaw has also spoken elsewhere
about the "eternal self-criticism of Hamlet."
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Each of these two passages, then, describes its subject
as being keenly observant and acutely critical and therefore
suffering disillusionment with others, with the world in
general, and with himself for failing to measure up to the
ideals which he holds.

Thus, the content of these two de

scriptions by Shaw, one of Hamlet and one of Sergius, is so
similar that the passages might easily be exchanged for one
another without apparently doing violence to Shaw's meaning
in either case.
That these similarities in the characters are actually
present in the action and dialogue of the plays themselves,
and not merely in the stage directions of one play and Shaw's
critical comments on the other, is also evident.

Hamlet's

disillusionment with others is evident throughout the play,

^Review in the October 2, 1897, Saturday Review of the
Forbes Robertson production of Hamlet; Shaw on Shakespeare,
p. 88.
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particularly in his remarks about his mother, but also in
connection with Ophelia, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, and
others.

His disillusionment with his mother, which is

expressed again and again in the play, is presented in scath
ing terms in his first great soliloquy:
A little month, or ere those shoes were old
With which she followed my poor father's body,
Like Niobe all tears.— Why she, even she-Oh, God! a beast that wants discourse of reason
Would have mourned longer--married with my uncle,
My father's brother, but no more like my father
Than I to Hercules. Within a month,
Ere yet the salt of most unrighteous tears
Had left the flushing in her galled eyes,
She married. Oh, most wicked speed, to post
With such dexterity to incestuous sheets! (I.ii)
Hamlet's disillusionment with Ophelia, Rosencrantz and
Guidenstern comes about in a different fashion.

Though they

are ignorant of the king's real purposes and think that
their actions will serve to help Hamlet, nevertheless they do
allow themselves to be used by the king against Hamlet, and
in doing so they lie to Hamlet and try to deceive him.
Hamlet, of course, sees through their deceptions, and thus is
disillusioned to discover that two old friends of his and
even the girl who professes to love him can all be persuaded
to deal dishonestly with him in the king's behalf.
Sergius suffers similar disillusionments in connection
with both Raina and Louka.

After having made Raina the

object of his "higher love," which he considers a very

164
spiritual kind of love, and having accused himself of
unworthiness to love her even in this way because of his
descent to a more mundane plane in his flirtation with Louka,
Sergius learns from Louka that Raina has also been deceiving
him and making love to another behind his back.

Therefore,

Sergius concludes that love is a "hollow sham" (Act III).
When he subsequently transfers his affections to Louka, he
learns, with a feeling of "fresh abysses opening," that even
in his love for a servant he has a rival, and to make matters
worse, this rival is not even a man on his own social and
economic level, but a servant (Act III).
Sergius' disillusionments seem petty since they are disenchantments with false ideals which have hitherto been sus
tained in him principally by his own snobbery and hypocrisy.
On the other hand, the disillusionment resulting from learn
ing that one's mother is not only shallow and fickle, but
also guilty of incest and possibly of murder, can hardly be
called "petty."

Though Hamlet's and Sergius'

disillusion

ments can therefore not with any degree of justice be lumped
together as "petty disillusionments," nevertheless it is
certainly true that Hamlet and Sergius are alike in that they
both suffer disillusionment about the faithfulness and
honesty of people who are very close to them.
Moreover, there is a very striking parallel in situation
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in connection with Hamlet's disillusionment with Ophelia and
Sergius' disillusionment with Louka.

In the scene in which

Claudius and Polonius hide behind a curtain to eavesdrop
while Ophelia, at their bidding, engages Hamlet in conversa
tion,

Hamlet apparently notices Polonius behind the curtain.

When, in response to

his question "Where's your father?"

Ophelia lies to him by saying "At home, my lord," Hamlet
becomes convinced that Ophelia is betraying him to the king.
His subsequent remarks to her are violently abusive, reveal
ing thus his bitterness over this betrayal (Ill.i).

Sergius

also becomes violently abusive with Louka over a spying
incident.

When Raina suggests that Louka is probably listen

ing at the doOr to a conversation between Bluntschli, Sergius,
and Raina, Sergius, "shivering as if a bullet had struck him,
and speaking with quiet but deep indignation," replies, ”l
will prove that that, at least, is a calumny."

He opens the

door, only to discover, however, that Louka is indeed there
listening.

At this betrayal, "a yell of fury bursts from

him," as he drags Louka into the room and "flings" her
"violently against the table,” demanding "judge her,
Bluntschli.

You, the cool impartial man:

dropper" (Act III).

judge the eaves

Thus, incidents involving spying cause

both Hamlet and Sergius to become very bitter by revealing
to them the dishonesty of the women they love.
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Both Hamlet and Sergius also suffer disillusionment
about the world in general.
sionment frequently.
How weary,
Seem to me
Fie on 't,
That grows
nature
Possess it

Hamlet expresses such disillu

In his first soliloquy he complains:
stale, flat, and unprofitable
all the uses of this world!
ah, fie! 'Tis an unweeded garden,
to seed, things rank and gross in
merely.

(I.ii)

To Polonius he says, "to be honest, as this world goes, is
to be

one man picked out of ten thousand" (II.ii).

And to

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern he asserts that
. . . this goodly frame the earth seems to me
a sterile promontory. This most excellent
canopy, the air, . . . this brave o'erhanging
firmament, this majestical roof fretted with
golden fire— why, it appears no other thing
to me than a foul and pestilent congregation
of vapors
and that, although man has qualities which seem bo bring him
almost to the level of angels and gods, Hamlet can think of
him only in terms of dust and can take no delight in him
(II.ii).

Sergius frequently expresses a similar disillu

sionment with the world in general.

To Bluntschli he

exclaims, "Oh, war! war! the dream of patriots and heroes!
fraud . . . .

A hollow sham, like love.”

A

After his disillu

sionment with Raina, he says to her "cynically" that "Life's
a farce."

Subsequently he comments to Bluntschli on "this

huge imposture of a world," and to Raina's father he insists
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that ’’the world is not such an innocent place as we used to
think” (Act III).
But it is probably in their disillusionment with them
selves that both Hamlet and Sergius are most bitter.

In his

criticism of Hamlet Shaw refers again and again to the solil
oquy beginning ”0, what a rogue and peasant slave am I," in
which Hamlet expresses his "eternal self-criticism,11 his
"moral bewilderment" at his inability to force himself to the
point of killing his uncle, his "surprise at finding that he
'lacks gall1 to behave in the idealistically conventional
manner," and his consequent feeling that he must be a coward,
lacking in honor and ambition.

21

Further, to Ophelia Hamlet

declares:
I am myself indifferent honest, but yet I
could accuse me of such things that it were
better my mother had not borne me. I am very
proud, revengeful, ambitious, with more of
fences at my beck than I have thoughts to put
them in, imagination to give them shape, or
time to act them in. What should such fellows
as I do crawling between heaven and earth? We
are arrant knaves all. Believe none of us.
(III.i)

^Review of Forbes Robertson's Hamlet, Shaw on
Shakespeare, p. 88; postscript to Oxford World's Classics'
1947 edition of Back to Methuselah, reprinted in Shaw on
Shakespeare, p. 80; Quintessence of Ibsenism, p. 179.
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It is true that in this scene he is putting on an Mantic dis
position^" but the thoughts expressed here suit so well with
the thoughts he expresses elsewhere and his general temper
throughout the play that they Seem to be true expressions of
his feelings, not mere expressions of a feigned attitude put
on in order to support his pretense of madness.
Sergius expresses a like bitterness about himself and
his shortcomings.

It is to Louka that he expresses his feel

ings most truly, since he feels no need to play a role before
a mere servant, and in two different scenes with Louka he
accuses himself in bitter terms of failing to live up to his
own ideals.

In the first of these scenes he starts to make a

promise to Louka on his honor, but then realizes how hollow
such an oath would be in view of the dishonorable way in
which he has just been making love to Louka behind his
fiancee's back.

The passage, with stage directions, reads as

follows:
Louka:

. . . you would tell that I told you;
and I should lose my place.
Sergius: {[holding out his right hand in affirma
tion/
No! on the honor of a— [He
checks himself; and his hand drops,
nerveless, as he concludes sardonically/,
--of a man capable of behaving as I have
been behaving for the last five minutes.
(Act II)

Similarly, in a later scene, when he expresses to Louka his
inability to believe that Raina is "capable of trifling with
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another man” behind his back and Louka retorts, "Do you think
she would believe the Swiss if he told her now that I am in
your arms?" which is exactly where she is, Sergius cries out,
"Damnation!

Oh, damnation!

Mockery! mockery everywhere!

everything I think is mocked by everything I do . . .
Coward!

liar!

fool!

.

Shall I kill myself like a man, or

live and pretend to laugh at myself?"

(Act III).

In connection with the self-denunciations of Hamlet and
Sergius, another striking similarity between Shaw's critical
comments on Hamlet and his depiction of Sergius appears in a
comparison of Shaw's remark that "Hamlet was not a consistent
character: like most men he was half a dozen characters
rolled into one”^

and Sergius' remark about "the half dozen

Sergiuses who keep popping in and out of this handsome figure
of mine" (Act II).

In each case Shaw develops this thought

by detailing some of the half dozen characters which make up
the one.

He praises several interpretations of Hamlet--Barry

Sullivan's, in which Hamlet has "physical vigour" and a
"proud, noble and violent" character, and Forbes Robertson's
"gallant, alert Hamlet, thoughtful but not in the least
sentimental"--but then goes on to describe other important
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Letter to Alfred Cruikshank, October 4, 1918, reprint
ed in Shaw on Shakespeare, p. 82.

characteristics of Hamlet:

the fact that he can kill under

the stress of impulse and excitement but not in his normal
state, the fact that he is puzzled over his lack of desire
for the crown and the revenge he is supposed to seek and by
the difference between himself and Fortinbras, and the fact
that he fears he may be a coward since he is so slow to act
in a cause where his duty and the course dictated by honor
are clear.

All of these characteristics, some of them incon

sistent with one another, go to make up the "half dozen"
Hamlets which Shaw finds within the one portrayed by
Shakespeare.

Similarly, Sergius and Louka develop the

thought that there are half a dozen Sergiuses.

Sergius him

self talks about "Sergius, the hero of Slivnitza," and
"Sergius, the apostle of the higher love," and meditates on
the problem presented by the inconsistencies within his char
acter and personality:
Which of the six is the real man? thats the
question that torments me. One of them is a
hero, another a buffoon, another a humbug,
another perhaps a bit of a blackguard . . . .
And one, at least, is a coward: jealous, like
all cowards.
And Louka adds, "I expect one of the six of you is very like
me, sir"

(Act II).

Still another similarity in the self-denunciations of
Hamlet and Sergius is that each compares himself unfavorably
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with another man even though this other man is someone of
whom he does not entirely approve.

Thus, although Hamlet

f

feels that Fortinbras and his men, who are setting out to do
battle over a piece of worthless land which is not large
enough to be a tomb for those slain in the battle-over- it,are
foolish to do so and that their war with the Poles is "the
imposthume of much wealth and peace," nevertheless, in the
soliloquy beginning "How all occasions do inform against me"
he uses Fortinbras and his men as a standard against which
to measure his own lack of resolution to kill in a cause
which is much more worth pursuing, revenge for the murder of
his father (IV.iv).
Sergius betrays a similarly ambivalent attitude toward
Bluntschli, with whom he compares himself unfavorably in some
respects.

For example, after expressing his disillusionment

with "soldiering" because he has discovered it to be, not an
heroic and glorious art, but simply a trade in which one cal4

culates the moves with an eye to one's own advantage and the
disadvantage of the enemy, Sergius announces that he has
resigned his commission because he has "no ambition to shine
as a tradesman."

Yet there seems to be a trace of envy in

his remark that in the negotiations between himself and Major
Petkoff, on the one hand, and Bluntschli, on the other, for
the exchange of prisoners and horses he and Petkoff "were two
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children in the hands of that consummate soldier . . . simply
two innocent little children” (Act II).

This remark is

echoed later when Raina says that Bluntschli must think of
her and Sergius as ”a couple of grown-up babies” because of
their foolishly romantic posing and Sergius, "grinning sav
agely,” agrees, "He does: he does.

Swiss civilization nurse-

tending Bulgarian barbarism, eh?” (Act III).
Further, in the stage directions at the beginning of
Act III, when Sergius and Bluntschli are both supposed to be
working on plans for the movement of troops, Sergius is des
cribed as "contemplating Bluntschli's quick, sure, business
like progress with a mixture of envious irritation at his own
incapacity and awestruck wonder at an ability which seems to
him almost miraculous, though its prosaic character forbids
him to esteem it."

This ambivalent attitude on Sergius1 part

is also revealed subsequently in the dialogue, when Bluntschli
refuses Petkoff1s offer of help with the explanation that
"Saranoff and I will manage it,” and Sergius "grimly" re
marks, "Yes:

we'll manage it.

He finds out what to do;

draws up the orders; and I sign em.

Division of labor!"

The

excuse which Sergius offers for his lack of ability for this
work--"This hand is more accustomed to the sword than to the
pen"— merely underlines his feeling that there is something
seriously lacking in himself which necessitates such an
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excuse.

Even Sergius' last words in the play express his

inability to decide finally whether his own standards and
qualities or those of Bluntschli are the better ones.

His

exclamation "What a man!" certainly indicates that he feels
some admiration, however reluctant, of Bluntschli, but the
question that follows--”Is he a man?"--really asks whether
the qualities and abilities of Bluntschli, qualities and
abilities which he himself does not have, are entirely manly.
Thus, both Hamlet and Sergius feel and express doubts about
their own qualities even when they measure themselves against
men whose actions and qualities they do not wholeheartedly
esteem.
In Shaw's interpretation, the fundamental source of the
disillusionment of both Hamlet and Sergius with other
people, with the world in general, and with themselves is
their struggle with the ready-made morality of their day.

In

the passage quoted above, page 11, from the Postscript to the
Preface to The Irrational Knot, Shaw points out that Hamlet
"does not feel comfortable" in the "reach-me-down" morality
of Shakespeare's day and "struggles against the misfit."

In

the Postscript to the World's Classics' 1947 edition of Back
to Methuselah Shaw asserts that, although Shakespeare may
not have been entirely conscious of what he was doing, he was
making an "evolutionary stride" in portraying his Hamlet as

the protagonist in such a moral struggle:
What happened to Hamlet was what had happened
fifteen hundred years before to Jesus. Born
into the vindictive morality of Moses he has
evolved into the Christian perception of the
futility and wickedness of revenge and punish
ment, founded on the simple fact that two
blacks do not make a white. ^
Sergius' disillusionment, on the other hand, is caused, not
by his unsuccessful struggle to throw off a moral code which
is repugnant to him, but instead by his attempt to cling to
a moral code once it is clearly outmoded.

Shaw indicates

the nature of this moral code and its inappropriateness to
modern life in "Better than Shakespear?" where he refers to
Sergius as the "knightly Bulgarian" of Arms and the Man and
links him to Carlyle's concept of the old-fashioned preux
chevalier who was governed by a code requiring of him
"fanatical personal honor, gallantry, and self-sacrifice."^
Thus, both Hamlet and Sergius consciously accept a
ready-made moral code simply because it is the accepted code
of the civilization of which they are a part; both, however,
without being quite aware of it themselves, question certain
parts of that code, Hamlet because he is ahead of his time

^^Complete Plays With Prefaces, II, xciii.
^ Complete Plays With Prefaces, III, lix-lx.
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morally and therefore instinctively feels a repugnance at the
idea qf committing the coldblooded murder which the morality
of his time requires that he commit to avenge his father's
murder, and Sergius because his civilization has come into
contact with a more advanced civilization and he is too
observant not to see, by the violent contrast between the
moral codes of the two, that in its failure to cope with
reality the code of his own civilization is hopelessly infer
ior to the code of the more advanced civilization.

Neither

Hamlet nor Sergius, however, is brought to the point of con
sciously repudiating the code of his civilization.

Conse

quently, instead of becoming disillusioned with the code,
each clings to that code and becomes disillusioned with other
people, with the world, and with himself for failing to live
up to that code.

Therefore, for both of them disillusionment

is not, as Shaw obviously feels it should be, a beneficial
educational process leading to the positive result of their
substituting a realistic moral code for an inadequate one;
instead, it is a purely negative experience leading them into
cynicism, pessimism, and despair by making them reject human
ity instead of rejecting the moral-code which is inappropri
ate to humanity.
In Arms and the Man, however, Shaw provides in
Bluntschli a character who is missing from Hamlet, a
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character who plays the role of educator to the Bulgarians,
rejecting both the romantic and outmoded ready-made morality
which characterizes; all of them but the servants and also the
romantic cynicism, pessimism, and despair which characterize
Sergius, and offering in their place an attitude of healthy
acceptance of humanity and the world as they really

exist<■

Thus, when Sergius challenges him to a duel, Bluntschli makes
the old duelling code ridiculous by asserting that the code
gives him the choice of a weapon and then making the commonsense choice of a machine gun as the weapon.

Similarly, when

Sergius subsequently rescinds his challenge and offers to
explain why he is doing so, Bluntschli again opposes his own
realism to the romantic duelling code by replying:
. . . it doesnt matter. I didnt ask the
reason when you cried on; and I dont ask the
reason now that you cry off. I'm a profes
sional soldier: I fight when I have to, and
am very glad to get out of it when I havnt to.
Youre only an amateur: you think fighting's
an amusement.
(Act III)
Further, Bluntschli opposes realism not only to Sergius1
romantic ideals, but also to Sergius' cynical pessimism.

He

counters Sergius' assertion that "life's a farce" by trying
to show him that "life isnt a farce, but something quite sen
sible and serious."

He also demonstrates to Sergius a real

istic attitude toward the weaknesses of human beings.
Sergius is thrown into a violent fury

When

by his disillusionment
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over Louka1s eavesdropping and demands that Bluntschli ’’judge
the eavesdropper,” Bluntschli replies, ”l mustnt judge her.
I once listened myself outside a tent when there was a mutiny
brewing.

It's all a question of the degree of provocation.

My life was at stake.”

By such a reply he rejects the

inflexibility of the moral law against eavesdropping and
introduces the realistic concept that all action must be
judged by its own circumstances and provocations, not by a
rigid, absolute standard.
Perhaps Bluntschli's influence is most effectively
illustrated by the interchange between him and Sergius just
after Nicola, in the hope of having Louka's ’’custom and
recommendation” at his hotel if she marries Sergius, has
renounced any claim on her as her fiance.

Sergius remarks

that ’’this is either the finest heroism or the most crawling
baseness,” indicating that he is trying to judge this action,
and therefore to judge Nicola, in accordance with his knight
ly code and is unable to determine whether the action is
motivated by self-sacrifice, a noble quality under that code,
or self-interest, a base quality under that code.

Bluntschli

rejects both labels, however, and rejects the idea that the
action must be labeled at all, insisting that it should
simply be accepted as it is:
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Never mind whether it's heroism or baseness.
Nicola's the ablest man Ive met in Bulgaria,
i'll make him manager of a hotel if he can
speak French and German. (Act III)
Bluntschli's view, obviously, is the common-sense one that if
Nicola cannot be a noble romantic lover, he can be a good
hotelkeeper and for this ability he is valuable since mankind
certainly needs good hotelkeepers.
It is evident, then, that Bluntschli*s morality does not
require him to judge people and their actions with a view to
condemning or praising them, but allows him to accept people
for what they are.

His common-sense attitude toward reality

and his refusal to judge people by impossible standards
smooth over many of the disagreements in the play and make
Sergius' cynical pessimism ridiculous.

Shaw evidently feels

that had there been such a character in Hamlet he would have
shown Hamlet that it was foolish to become disillusioned and
fall into despair about humanity because of the actions of
his mother since he should have known all along that, though
she was a very amiable person, she was weak and sensual and
therefore was simply not capable of withstanding the seduc
tions of Claudius once old Hamlet was dead.

Further, such

a character would have shown Hamlet that it was hardly just
to blame Ophelia for falling in with the plans of her father
and the king since she was too young and inexperienced to
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realize that the king's interest was not in helping Hamlet,
as she had been led to believe, but in protecting himself
from a possible threat from Hamlet.

And such a character

would certainly have shown Hamlet that the desire for revenge
belongs to a barbaric stage of civilization and that far from
blaming himself for not having that desire, Hamlet should
actually congratulate himself for not having it.

Thus,

Hamlet's pessimism and despair would have disappeared as he
learned not to judge himself and others by an unrealistic
moral code.
That, at any rate, is obviously Shaw's view, and it is
by opposing Bluntschli to Sergius that he introduces into
Arms and the Man his criticism of the kind of pessimism and
cynicism which he feels infects both Sergius and Hamlet.

In

his Preface to Plays Pleasant Shaw complains that many
critics of Arms and the Man felt that because he presented an
unromantic view of war and love he intended to espouse the
cynical and pessimistic views which Sergius comes to hold in
the course of the play.

Through this kind of misunderstand

ing Shaw himself was accused of gross cynicism in this play,
whereas he protests that he accepts neither the romantic
exaltation of human nature and human institutions which
Sergius once espoused nor the cynical repudiation of them
which Sergius later experiences, but instead takes a
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realistic and optimistic view of the world because he sees
"plenty of good in the world working itself out as fast as
the idealists will allow it; and if they would only let it
alone and learn to respect reality, which would include the
beneficial exercise of respecting themselves, . . . we should
all get along much better and f a s t e r . I t is Bluntschli,
of course, who puts forth this latter view in the play.
Thus, in Arms and the Man Shaw not only makes Sergius a
counterpart of Hamlet in his disillusionment with other
people, with the world, and with himself, but Shaw also
provides a foil for his Hamlet, one who counteracts Sergius'
romantic cynicism and pessimism with a realistic optimism.
By doing so, Shaw embodies in his play a criticism of the
cynicism and despair which he feels are qualities of
Shakespeare's Hamlet.
The relationship between Shaw's modern Don Juan and
Shakespeare's Hamlet is even less evident superficially than
the relationship between Sergius and Hamlet.

No doubt for

this reason, even fewer critics have commented on it than
have commented on the Sergius-Hamlet relationship, and such

^ I n Shaw's parlance, of course, "idealists" are those
who hold up false romantic standards for judging human
nature, human conduct, and human institutions. Complete
Prefaces, pp. 734-35.
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comments as have been made on the Don Juan-Hamlet relation
ship are even more cursory than those on the Sergius-Hamlet *
relationship.
For example, C. B. Purdom does not mention Hamlet at
all, though he does remark that throughout Man and Superman
"Shakespearean influence is clearly marked; for the leading
character's monologues are akin to those uttered by leading
characters in Shakespeare."^

John Mason Brown, in reviewing

a 1947 production of the play in which Maurice Evans played
Tanner-Don Juan, makes the somewhat similar assertion that
"there are undeniable traces of Hamlet in Mr. Evans' gay and
engaging performance,” and that Shaw's "great tirades, though
in prose and filled with humor, have about them the aria
quality of Shakespearean

s o l i l o q u i e s . ”^

william Irvine

calls the play "the comedy of a modern Hamlet who goes on
talking and philosophizing in the face of modern impera28

tives . . . ."

Frederick P. W. McDowell, on the other

hand, defends Tanner against similar charges made by Eric
Bentley (that Tanner is "an ineffectual chatterbox," a

2^ G u i d e to the Plays, p. 195.
2?Dramatis Personae: A Retrospective Show (New York:
Viking Press, 1963), pp. 128-29.
^ T h e Universe of G.B.S., p. 239.
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"windbag,n and "the traditional fool of comedy in highly
sophisticated intellectual

d i s g u i s e " ^ )

by saying that the

qualities indicated by Bentley's descriptions are only inci
dental to the character of Tanner and that "Prince Hamlet is
none the less interesting for being discursive „ . . ."30
Robert J. Blanch, in his analysis of the ways in which
Shaw's depiction of Don Juan is different from previous
literary depictions of him, points out that "Shaw also postu
lates that the 'new' Don Juan is analogous to Hamlet, for
both men are embodiments of Promethean rebellion and have
31
similar attitudes toward women.”

In this statement, how

ever, Blanch is merely paraphrasing with approval, but
without additional comment, Shaw's own comparison of Don Juan
and Hamlet:
. . . he [“Don Juan] is now more Hamlet than
Don Juan; for though the lines put into the
actor's mouth to indicate to the pit that
Hamlet is a philosopher are for the most part

Bernard Shaw: A Reconsideration, p. 55; "The Making
of a Dramatist (1892-1903),f> in G. B. Shaw: A Collection
of Critical Essays, ed. R. J. Kaufmann (Englewood Cliffs,
N. J.: Prentice-Hall, 1965), p. 65.
Hell, and Turn-of-the-Century London:
Reflections upon Shaw's Map and Superman," Drama Survey,
2 (Feb., 1963), 263.
3 0 " H e a v e n ,

31«The Myth of Don Juan in Man and Superman," Revue des
Langues Vivantes, 33 (1967), 160.
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mere harmonious platitude which, with a little
debasement of the word-music, would be properer to Pecksniff, yet if you separate the real
hero, inarticulate and unintelligible to him
self except in flashes of inspiration, from
the performer who has to talk at any cost
through five acts; and if you also do what you
must always do in Shakespear's tragedies: that
is, dissect out the absurd sensational inci
dents and physical violences of the borrowed
story from the genuine Shakespearian tissue,
you will get a true Promethean foe of the
gods, whose instinctive attitude towards women
much resembles that to which Don Juan is now
driven. From this point of view Hamlet was a
developed Don Juan whom Shakespear palmed off
as a reputable man . . .
As this passage suggests, the parallel between Don Juan
and Hamlet is of a quite different nature than the parallel
between Sergius and Hamlet, for there is no similarity at all
in the circumstances in which Hamlet and Don Juan find them
selves nor in their actions nor the actions of others in the
plays.

When such "accidents” are dissected out of the plays,

however, the fundamental characters of the two protagonists
are, in Shaw's view, similar.
With regard to the interpretation of Hamlet as a
Promethean figure, however, there is evident some inconsist
ency in Shaw's views.

As indicated above, in his review of

the 1898 Beerbohtn Tree production of Hamlet Shaw described

3 2 " E p i s t l e Dedicatory to Arthur Bingham Walkley,"
Complete Plays With Prefaces, III, 493.
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the play as "the tragedy of private life,” a life character
ized by "a detached residence, a select library, an exclusive
circle,” ”no occupation," "fathomless boredom,” "the illusion
that the futility of these things is the futility of existence," and "dream-fed gentlemanism."J

Certainly the man

living such a life as that can hardly be considered a
"Promethean foe of the gods0”

If, however, these character

istics be considered as having been suggested by the lines of
"harmonious platitude" which are "put into the actor's mouth
to indicate to the pit that Hamlet is a philosopher" and
therefore as not belonging to "the real hero” of the play at
all, then, obviously, a different picture of the real hero
will emerge.
Even so, the question whether or not either Hamlet or
Shaw's Don Juan can be considered a "true Promethean foe of
the gods" is certainly debatable.

Hamlet clearly accepts

the established religious beliefs of his civilization and
most of its customs and morals.

He believes that the ghost

may be an evil spirit sent to tempt him into an unwarranted
murder;

he refrains from killing Claudius at prayer because

he believes that under those circumstances Claudius will have
forgiveness for his sins and will thus go straight to heaven,

^^See page 161 above.
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whereas Hamlet's own father had no opportunity to clear his
soul of sin before death and is therefore suffering torment
in purgatory; and he rejects the notion of committing suicide
because "the Everlasting" has "fixed / His canon 'gainst*'
it (I.ii).

Furthermore, Hamlet also accepts the morality of

his civilization, even the duty which it imposes on him of
revenging his father's murder.

It is true that, as Shaw

points out, "he does not feel comfortable in" this morality
A/

and "struggles against the misfit,”
all on the subconscious level.

but this struggle is

He never consciously rejects

that morality, but instead berates himself for not carrying
out the duty which it prescribes for him.

Thus, he can

hardly be called a Promethean figure, though he may have some
subconscious Promethean instincts.
In the case of Tanner-Don Juan the situation is some
what different.

In his speeches he does indeed not only

question but also reject many of the customs, morals and
religious beliefs
iconoclast.

of his time, and in that respect he is an

For this reason Louis Crompton does see Tanner

as a Promethean figure:
Shaw's originality lies in his having created
in Jack Tanner a comic Prometheus. Ordinarily,

■^Postscript to the Preface to The Irrational Knot, in
Shaw on Shakespeare, p. 229.
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Promethean types in literature have been
singularly humorless, but Tanner, who, to
begin with, looks like Jove and hurls Jovian
thunderbolts with wild exuberance, is a
fighting Prometheus, not a suffering one.
The high-spirited tirades in which he de
nounces the cruelties, injustices, and
stupidities of society not only delight us
with their gloriously impassioned rhetoric,
but inspirit us at the same time that we
smile at the mad-bull element in the speak
er's character.^5
Robert Brustein, on the other hand, denies that Tanner is
"that Faustian insurgent and God-killer whom Shaw speaks of
in his preface," and asserts that "Shaw concedes as much when
he tells Walkley that he has not bothered to put all the
'tub-thumping' of the Epistle Dedicatory into the play."
Brustein points out that Tanner himself challenges Ramsden to
find anything dishonorable or immoral to accuse him of and
asserts that the worst he can be charged with is a "deficien
cy in shame" which is revealed only in his impudence.^
Since Tanner's iconoclasm, thus, is entirely verbal, the ques
tion whether or not he is a Promethean figure depends on
whether the qualifications for Promethean stature be consid
ered as merely verbal or whether more positive action be
3S

Shaw the Dramatist, p. 81. Copyright 1969 by Louis
Crompton and the University of Nebraska Press.
■^"Bernard Shaw: The Face Behind the Mask," from The
Theatre of Revolt by Robert Brustein (Boston, 1964), reprint
ed in
B_^ Shaw: A Collection of Critical Essays, p. 111.
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required.

In any case, the question is moot in this discus

sionsince if Hamlet is not

Promethean then no positive par

allel between Hamlet and Tanner can exist on this point.
Thus, one of the two major points of resemblance which,
in the "Epistle Dedicatory,” Shaw alleges to exist between
Hamlet and Don Juan does not seem to bear close scrutiny.

In

his review of the Forbes Robertson Hamlet, however, Shaw des
cribes Hamlet in terms which do seem to be quite appropriate
not only to Hamlet but also to Tanner and which include the
second point of similarity between the two which Shaw men
tions in the "Epistle Dedicatory":
. . . he (jHamlelQ is a man in whom the common
personal passions are so superseded by wider
and rarer interests, and so discouraged by a
degree of critical self-consciousness which
makes the practical efficiency of the instinc
tive man on the lower plane impossible to him,
that he finds the duties dictated by conven
tional revenge and ambition as disagreeable a
burden as commerce is to a poet. Even his
instinctive sexual impulses offend his intel
lect; so that when he meets the woman who
excites them he invites her to join him in a
bitter and scornful criticism of their joint
absurdity, demanding "What should such fellows
as I do crawling between heaven and earth?"
"Why wouldst thou be a breeder of sinners?"
and so forth . . . .^7
Here are listed three major characteristics of Hamlet which
Tanner also possesses:

37

an absorption in "wider and rarer

Shaw on Shakespeare, pp. 86 -8 7 .
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interests” which supersede his "common personal passions,”
a "degree of critical self-consciousness which makes the
practical efficiency of the instinctive man on the lower
plane impossible to him," and a dislike of his "instinctive
sexual impulses.”
Shaw supports the first of these statements about
Hamlet, in that same review, by pointing out how Hamlet
seizes "delightedly on every opportunity for a bit of philo
sophic discussion or artistic recreation to escape from the
’cursed spite1 of revenge and love and other common trou
bles":

"he brightens up when the players come," "he tries

to talk philosophy with Rosencrantz and Guildenstern the
moment they come into the room," "he stops on his country
walk with Horatio to lean overthe churchyard wall and draw
out the gravedigger whom he sees singing at his trade," and
s

"even his fits of excitement find expression in declaiming
scraps of poetry. ”^8
made about Tanner:

Statements of the same kind can be
in the midst of his agitation over his

appointment as one of Ann's guardians he breaks into a dis
cussion of false shame with Ramsden (a discussion in which,
incidentally, he calls Ramsden Polonius and Ramsden, in turn,

38

Shaw pn Shakespeare, pp. 87-88.
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suggests that Tanner thinks of himself as Hamlet); left alone
with Octavius, he sets out to warn Octavius against the de
signs of Ann but soon proceeds into a full-fledged discussion
of the Life Force that impels women to enslave men, and from
that digresses into a discussion of the qualities and pur
poses of a true artist; left alone with Ann, he reminisces
about their childhood, and soon these reminiscences lead him
into a discussion of the development of the moral passion
i

and the soul in youth (Act I); kidnapped by brigands, he
engages the leader of the group in a discussion about social
ism (Act III); and even his dream is an extended philosophic
discussion covering most of Act III.

,

The second characteristic, "a degree of critical selfconsciousness which makes the practical efficiency of the
instinctive man on the lower plane impossible," is also read
ily apparent in both men.

Ever since Coleridge's analysis

of Hamlet as a person suffering from "an overbalance in the
contemplative faculty," so that he "vacillates from sensi
bility, and procrastinates from thought, and loses the power
of action in the energy of r e s o l v e , t h i s characteristic
has been widely accepted as explaining Hamlet's delay in

"Hamlet," in Seldctecl Poetry and Prose of doleridge,
ed. Donald A. Stauffer (New York: Random House, 1951),
pp. 457-58.
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obtaining revenge for his father's death.
Tanner also is depicted as inefficient in practical
matters because he is absorbed in theoretical speculations.

.J
As Crompton has pointed out, Tanner "wins all the intellec
tual battles but makes a hopeless fool of himself in matters
of practical j u d g m e n t . F o r example, Tanner explains in
great detail to Octavius the kinds of tactics which Ann will
use to capture Octavius, and he isright in every respect
except the one which is perfectly obvious to his practicalminded chauffeur--that Tanner himself, and not Octavius, is
her intended victim (Acts I and II).

In addition, entirely

misjudging Violet's actions, Tanner comes to her defense by
discoursing at length on the importance and value of her ful
filling the purposes of nature in bringing forth new life and
on the total irrelevance of the question whether or not she
is married when she does so, until he is brought up sharp by
a scornful rebuke from Violet herself, who declares that she
will not put up with such a "horrible insult" as being
accused of sharing his "abominable opinions" and who, to
avoid such a misinterpretation of her conduct, reveals the
fact that she is indeed married (Act I).
similar mistake with Hector.

Tanner makes a

When Hector is accused of

^ Shaw the Dramatist:, p. 80. Copyright 1969 by Louis
Crompton and the University of Nebraska Press.
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making love to a married woman, Violet, and replies that he
will ’’answer for the morality” of his actions, Tanner con
gratulates him on seeing ’’that mere marriage laws are hot
morality,” only to learn that it is Hector to whom Violet is
married (Act IV). And, of course, in spite of all his theo
retical knowledge about the pursuit of men by women, Tanner’s
attempts to escape Ann all end in total failure.

Thus, he

too is depicted as a man whose excessive absorption in
thought prevents him from taking efficient and practical
action.
In the paragraph quoted above Shaw supports his state
ment about Hamlet's dislike of his "instinctive sexual
impulses” by citing some of Hamlet's bitter remarks to
Ophelia in the nunnery scene.

Although the element of

extreme bitterness which characterizes Hamlet's treatment of
Ophelia is lacking in Tanner's attitude toward Ann, he is
almost as abusive in speaking of and to her as Hamlet is to
Ophelia.
a tame

He calls her a lioness, a tiger, a boa constrictor,
elephant helping to capture the wild elephants

(Act I), a liar, a coquette, a bully, a hypocrite, and a
vampire, and, since ’’she habitually and unscrupulously uses
her personal fascination to make men give her whatever she
wants," he remarks that she is "almost something for which I
know no polite name" (Act IV).

Further, of woman in general
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Tanner says that she regards a man as "nothing . . . but
an instrument" of nature's purpose of begetting and nurturing
children (Act I).

He speaks repeatedly of man as woman's

"victim" or "prey" and, once a man is married, as woman's
"property."

Of marriage he says:

Marriage is to me apostasy, profanation of the
sanctuary of my soul, violation of my manhood,
sale of my birthright, shameful surrender,
ignominious capitulation, acceptance of defeat.
(Act IV)
Yet, he professes that woman makes man "will” his own
"destruction" (Act I), and, when Ann finally concedes defeat
and gives up her pursuit of Tanner, he himself illustrates
this assertion by suddenly declaring that he does love Ann
after all

and taking her in his arms, thus givingup the

fight against

his own instincts as well as hers.

Tanner's alter ego, the Don Juan of the dream in Act
III, is even more brutal in analyzing his relationships with
women and

is, indeed, almost as bitter as Hamlet:
. . . when I stood face to face with Woman,
every fibre in my clear critical brain warned
me to spare her and save myself. My morals
said No. My conscience said No. My chivalry
and pity for her said No. My prudent regard
for myself said No. My ear, practised on a
thousand songs and symphonies; my eye, exer
cised on a thousand paintings; tore her voice,
her features, her color to shreds. I caught
all those tell-tale resemblances to her father
and mother by which I knew what she would be
like in thirty years' time. I noted the gleam
of gold from a dead tooth in the laughing

mouth: I made curious observations of the
strange odors of the chemistry of the nerves
. . . . my judgment was not to be corrupted:
my brain still said No on every issue. And
whilst I was in the act of framing my excuse
to the lady, Life seized me and threw me into
her arms as a sailor throws a scrap of fish
into the mouth of a seabird.
In addition to this offense which their sexual impulses
give to their intellects, the Don Juan of Act III shares with
Hamlet a dislike of other kinds of fleshly indulgence.

As

Shaw points out in his letter to Alfred Cruikshank, Hamlet
not only "hates Ophelia for having reduced him to concupis
cence," but also "loathes the king's drunkenness as he
loathes his general sensuality" (witness "Hamlet's little
temperance lecture on the battlements when he is waiting for
the ghost”), "hates women painting themselves," and "hates
his mother for being as sensual as the king."^'*'

Don Juan

shows a similar dislike of the flesh in his joy at having
escaped it.

Looking back at this "tyranny of the flesh"

which he has escaped, he points out that on earth people
may try to rise above their limitations, but they are "dragged
down from their fool's paradise by their bodies," whose
needs must always be served:
eaten and digested:
be engendered."

"thrice a day meals must be

thrice a century a new generation must

It is clear that to Don Juan this eating of

^ Shaw on Shakespeare, p. 83.
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meals and engendering of the new generation are burdens he is
glad to have shed.

In a similar vein, he subsequently refers

with repugnance to ’’flesh and blood” as "two greasy common
places’’ which have been left behind on earth.
One additional similarity between Hamlet and Tanner-Don
Juan is their dislike of cant and hypocrisy.

Hamlet shows

this dislike throughout the play, from the first scene in
which he appears, where he replies sarcastically, "ay, madam,
it is common," when the queen, who has remarried less than
two months after her first husband's death, tries to relieve
Hamlet's grief for his father by uttering such trite cliches
as that death is a fate common to all (I.ii), through his
scenes with Polonius, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, Ophelia,
and the king, whenever he encounters such cant and hypocrisy.
Tanner directly expresses his dislike of hypocrisy when,
after calling Ann a liar, a bully, and a coquette, he tells
Mrs. Whitefield that he doesn't really blame Ann for having
the qualities which these terms suggest, since they are
qualities of all people, but what he cannot condone about her
is the hypocrisy with which she denies having these quali
ties.

And Don Juan, in the dream sequence, is constantly

expressing his unhappiness when he is forced to listen to
cant and hypocrisy.

For example, when the Devil starts to

express his belief that in spite of Don Juan's pretense at
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cynicism he nevertheless has a warm heart, Don Juan,
"shrinking,11 interrupts him with the plea, "Dont, please
dont," and when the Devil says instead that Juan has "no
capacity for enjoyment," Don Juan remarks that this is "a
somewhat less insufferable form of cant than the other."
Similarly, when the Devil says that he calls

on the world

"to sympathize with joy, with love, with happiness, with
beauty--” Don Juan, "nauseated,” interrupts:
am going.

"Excuse me:

I

You know I cannot stand this.”

Thus, Hamlet and Tanner-Don Juan are similar in having
philosophic interests which supersede their personal pas
sions, in having a critical faculty so active that.it pre
vents them from acting effectively on a practical level, in
feeling a strong repugnance for sexual and all other sensual
instincts, and in feeling a strong repugnance for hypocrisy
and cant.

In addition to these direct parallels between the

protagonists, there are in Man and Superman a number of allu
sions to Hamlet's speeches which serve to strengthen the
relationship between the two plays.

For example, when

Mendoza is talking about his love for Louisa he says senti
mentally, "Ah, sir, how the words of Shakespear seem to fit
every crisis in our emotions!" and then quotes the words of
Hamlet at Ophelia's grave, substituting the name of Louisa
for that of Ophelia:
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I loved Louisa: 40,000 brothers
Could not with all their quantity of love
Make up my sum.
While the primary purpose of using this quotation here is
probably the sheer humor created by this displacement of
Hamlet's words into the mouth of the sentimentally romantic
Mendoza, it does also remind the audience of Hamlet's rebuke
of the excessive ranting of Laertes at Ophelia's grave, and
thus serves to link Hamlet with Tanner, who replies to
Mendoza's remarks with the advice that he should put his
poems about Louisa into the fire and give up his monomania
(Act III).
Another such allusion occurs in the debate between Don
Juan and the Devil.

When Don Juan is discussing the strug

gle of the Life Force to improve man, the channel through
which it acts in the world, he quotes the line "What a piece
of workis man!"

but then adds to it, "yes; but what a

blunderer!" because man needs to develop better brains.

The

Devil, however, replies that "One splendid body is worth the
brains of a hundred dyspeptic, flatulent philosophers," thus
contradicting not only Don Juan, but also Hamlet's words in
the soliloquy inspired by his seeing Fortinbras and his men
marching off to war:
What is a man
If his chief good and market of his time
Be but to sleep and feed? A beast, no more.
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Sure, He that made us with such large discourse,
Looking before and after, gave us not
That capability and godlike reason
To fust in us unused. (IV.iv)
It isDon Juan's position, of course, that man does not yet
have a "godlike reason," but that it is man's responsibility
to help the Life Force develop in a man a critical faculty of
a level worthy the description "godlike."
This difference in the opinions of Hamlet and Don Juan
about the stage of development of man's brain is indicative
of the principal difference in the philosophical attitudes of
the two as Shaw interprets those attitudes.

Hamlet accepts

the religious beliefs of his day, which postulate a finished
creation with a fully developed God and man.

Don Juan sets

forth, in opposition to the beliefs of his day, the doctrine
of Creative Evolution, in which the spirit of God is viewed
as a Life Force which is continually striving to improve
itself with the help of man, in whom it incarnates itself.
As a consequence, when Hamlet discovers that neither the
world nor mankind is what it ought to be, he can only fall
into pessimism and despair, whereas Don Juan takes it for
granted that man and the world are not what they ought to be
and holds the optimistic belief that man's purpose in life
is to cooperate with the Life Force in improving man and the
world.

When Hamlet sees "this goodly frame the earth " as
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a "sterile promontory" and "a foul and pestilent congregation
of vapors," and when he sees man, who ought to be "noble in
reason," "infinite in faculty," like an angel in action and
like a god in apprehension, as but a "quintessence of dust,"
a base fellow "crawling between heaven and earth," he can
only conclude that "the uses of this world" are "weary,
stale,- flat and unprofitable"

(II.ii; Ill.i; and I.ii).

Thus, Hamlet is taking a position identical to that of the
Devil

inMan and Superman, who says

weary

not

that in time one becomes

only of earth but also ofhell

and of heaven

because one perceives that "there is nothing new under the
sun" and that nothing exists "but an infinite comedy of illu
sion."

But when the Devil intones "vanitas vanitatum," the

phrase from Ecclesiastes which Shaw often used to sum up
the pessimistic attitude which he found and deplored in
Shakespeare's plays, Don Juan replies that for him there is
no vanity and emptiness because he has a purpose, which is
to help the Life Force develop man's brain so that in striv
ing toward improvement the Life Force in man can steer by
the light of that brain rather than drift blindly, as it has
done hitherto.

Don Juan has explained earlier that:

. . . as long as I can conceive something
better than myself I cannot be easy unless
I am striving to bring it into existence or
clearing the way for it.
That is the law
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of my life. That is the working within me of
Life's incessant aspiration to higher organi
zation, wider, deeper, iritenser self-conscious
ness, and clearer self-understanding. It was
the supremacy of this purpose that reduced love
for me to the mere pleasure of a moment, art
for me to the mere schooling of my faculties,
religion for me to a mere excuse for laziness,
since it had set up a God who looked at the
world and saw that it was good, against the
instinct in me that looked through my eyes at
the world and saw that it could be improved.
(Act III)
As a consequence of this sense of purpose in Don Juan, netfciier
the disappointment of his personal wishes nor disillusionment
with others or himself can rob him of optimism and reduce him
to the pessimism to which such experiences have reduced
Hamlet.
In Arms and the Man, then, Shaw gives Sergius many qual
ities similar to those he sees in Hamlet, including Hamlet's
pessimism and despair, and introduces Bluntschli in order to
illustrate the realistic optimism which he opposes to such
pessimism and despair;

in Man and Superman Shaw gives Don

Juan many qualities similar to those he sees in Hamlet, but
substitutes for Hamlet's pessimism and despair the purposeful
optimism of Don Juan.

In the cases of both Sergius and

Hamlet the pessimism results from their acceptance of the
ready-made morality of their time; in the cases of Bluntschli
and Don Juan, the optimism results from their rejecting the
ready-made morality of their time and substituting for it a
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morality which they have devised to fit the facts of the
world as they see those facts.

Thus, both of these plays,

by drawing parallels between major characters in the plays
and the Hamlet of Shaw's interpretation, illustrate again two
of Shaw's principal criticisms of Shakespeare--that his plays
do not question the ready-made morality of his time and that
his plays exalt a romanticized pessimism and despair instead
of a realistic optimism.

CHAPTER VI
THE RELATIONSHIP OF HEARTBREAK HOUSE
TO KING LEAR
In tracing the literary relationships of Heartbreak
House, critics have given far more attention to its kinship
with the works of Chekhov in particular or with the works
of the Russian playwrights and novelists in general than they
have given to its kinship with Shakespeare's works.

Never

theless, few critics have failed to comment at least briefly
on the evidences of Shakespearean influence in the play, and
several have made succinct analyses of the more obvious
parallels between King Lear and Heartbreak House.

The paral

lels with King Lear are, of course, the most prominent evi
dences of Shakespearean influence in Heartbreak House, but it
is not solely through these parallels that the play achieves
its Shakespearean quality, for it also contains numerous allu
sions to other Shakespearean plays or to Shakespeare's works
in general.
Indeed, as the curtain rises on Heartbreak House, the
audience sees Ellie holding a volume of Shakespeare, in which
she begins to read, and from that point forward her habit of
reading Shakespeare is mentioned again and again in the play.
201
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Hesione Hushabye, on discovering that Ellie has been reading
Shakespeare, immediately concludes that she must be in love
with an actor, apparently the only explanation Hesione can
imagine for a young woman's reading Shakespeare, but Ellie's
reply, "My father taught me to love Shakespear," indicates
that the reading of Shakespeare is a habit of long standing
with her (Act I).

Hesione replies, "Really!

your father

does seem to be about the limit,” and subsequently, to the
remark of Mazzini Dunn that Ellie's reading of Shakespeare
is responsible for her "remarkable strength of character,"
Hesione "contemptuously" replies, "Shakespear!

The next

thing you will tell me is that you could have made a great
deal more money than Mangan," a feat which is clearly impos
sible to Mazzini (Act II).

Both of these replies indicate

Hesione's scorn for this predilection for Shakespeare, a
scorn apparently grounded on her belief that a. reader of
Shakespeare will acquire a very romantic view of the world.
Thus, Shaw introduces his usual criticism of the romanticism
of Shakespeare's plays.

Nevertheless, the last word on the

question of the influence which the reading of Shakespeare
has had on Ellie is Ellie's own statement, after she has
been through a series of disillusionments and has learned to
look at the world with a clear-eyed realism, that "there
seems to be nothing real in the world except my father and
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Shakespear" (Act III).

This statement seems to indicate that

in the long run the effect of this life-long habit of reading
Shakespeare has not been a weakening one, as Hesione implies,
but a strengthening one, as Mazzini believes.
In the short :run, however, Hesione is certainly right,
at least about the influence of Othello on Ellie.

The roman

tic expectations which her reading of Othello has awakened in
her are apparent in her remarks to Hesione that
. . . it must have been a wonderful experience
for Desdemona, brought up so quietly at home,
to meet a man who had been out in the world
doing all sorts of brave things and having
terrible adventures, and yet finding something
in her that made him love to sit and talk with
her and tell her about them,
and in her insistence that such an experience "might really
happen" to a girl because there are really men like Othello,
"only, of course, white, and very handsome” (Act I).

Her

reading of Othello obviously prepared Ellie to believe the
outrageous lies of "Marcus Darnley" and thus left her open to
the heartbreak which follows upon the unmasking of Darnley as
Hesione's husband, Hector, and the unmasking of his adven
tures as complete fabrications.
In addition to the allusions to King Lear and the direct
references to Othello, Heartbreak House also has allusions to
other Shakespearean plays.

For example, Captain Shotover's

remark about women like his daughter Hesione--that "men think
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the world well lost for them, and lose it accordingly”
(Act I)--is an obvious allusion to Antony and Cleopatra.

In

discussing the question whether she and Mangan should marry,
Ellie says to Mangan, "it1s no use pretending that we are
Romeo and Juliet” (Act II). And when Ellie says that her
father should have been a poet like his own parents, Hesione
echoes Theseus1 description of the typical poet, from A
Midsummer-Night1s Dream: "Fancy your grandparents, with
their eyes in fine frenzy rolling!" (Act I).
The allusions to and parallels with King Lear, however,
are by far the most numerous of the Shakespearean allusions
and the most effective in pointing up the philosophic differ
ences between Shaw and Shakespeare.

Several critics have

given some attention to the relationship between Lear and
Heartbreak House. Martin Keisel's comparison of the two
plays deals almost entirely with parallels between charac
ters:
Besides a Cordelia in Ellie, who also is fresh,
loving, dowerless, heartbroken, and strongminded, Shaw's old daughter-troubled man has
his Goneril and Regan. Hesione and Ariadne
are modern embodiments of the wicked sisters'
sexuality and worldliness. Their husbands,
the wife-dominated Hector, the bamboo-wielding
Utterword, are reminiscent of Albany and
Cornwall. Hector even echoes Albany. His cry
to the heavens, "Fall and crush," at the end
of the second act of Heartbreak House, repeats
Albany's similar gesture and cry,"Fall and
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cease,” near the end of King Lear. Compare
also Mangan's symbolic attempt to take off his
clothes with Lear's.-*Other critics, however, have found important relationships
between the two plays in addition to such character paral
lels.

Richard Hornby, for example, points oat that there is

extensive animal imagery in Heartbreak House, as there is in
King Lear; that "the third act of Heartbreak House depicts a
world as wild, irrational, and desolate as Lear's heath”;
and that "in Lear there is a feeling of necessity, of things
coming full circle, and, above all, of purgation, which

2

Heartbreak House shares.”

And Stanley Weintraub, who des

cribes the play as "a fantasia in the Shakespearean manner
upon Shavian themes,” stresses the thematic resemblances and
antitheses between the two plays.

Asserting that Heartbreak

House was put forth by Shaw "not in competition" with King
Lear "but as commentary" on it, Weintraub feels that the
optimism of Captain Shotover represents Shaw's repudiation of
o

the pessimism of Lear himself.
That strong parallels do exist between some of the

*~Shaw and the Nineteenth-Century Theater, p. 317, n. 17.
2

The Symbolic Action of Heartbreak.House," Drama Survey,
7 (Winter 1968-69), 19-20, 23.
3"Shaw's 'Lear,'" ARIEL, 1 (July 1970), 59, 65-68.

characters of Heartbreak House and some of the characters of
King Lear is certainly true, yet in most cases there are
important differences between the two who make up a parallel
pair.

Many of these differences stem from the fact that in

King Lear the characters all fall into one of two categories,
the good and the evil, and there is no category for people
who are made up of both good and evil qualities, whereas in
Heartbreak House, as Hesione points out to Ellie, ’’people
dont have their virtues and vices in sets:
anyhow:

all mixed” (Act I).

they have them

It is true that in King Lear

some of the good people--Lear himself is an excellent example
--take foolish actions which turn out to be mistakes and to
have evil consequences, but these are mistakes stemming from
ignorance or credulity, not evil actions consciously planned
as such by evil people, as are the actions of the villains-Goneril, Regan, and Edmund.

In Heartbreak House, on the

other hand, while some people are more foolish than others
and consequently do more wrong than others, there are no
villains acting purely out of evil intent, nor are there any
characters whose motives and actions are always good.
The parallel between Ellie and Cordelia, for example, is
quite strong, but it breaks down on this point of the abso
lute goodness of Cordelia.
a very compassionate nature.

Ellie is like Cordelia in having
This compassion is shown early
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in the play in her actions toward the newly-arrived Ariadne
when Captain Shotover refuses to recognize Ariadne as his
daughter.

When she sees how hurt Ariadne is over the

Captain's rejection of her, Ellie offers her not only words
of comfort but also the consolation of the cup of tea which
has just been brought to Ellie, even though a few moments
before Ellie herself had been ready to cry with fatigue and
frustration over the Captain's emptying out her first cup of
tea before she could drink any of it.

Ellie's distress over

Ariadne's suffering in this scene is certainly reminiscent of
Cordelia's tenderness toward Lear when he first wakes up in
the French camp.
of character.

Ellie is also like Cordelia in her strength

Just as Cordelia calmly sticks by her inten

tion not to give Lear the flattering speech he wants from her
at the beginning of the play, and with equal calmness accepts
both the bad fortune of Lear's decision to disown her and the
Duke of Burgundy's decision not to marry her and the good
fortune of the King of France's decision to marry her, so
Ellie goes through a series of disillusionments with people
and, although for a while these disillusionments threaten to
make her callous and bitter, she meets them head-on and
accepts them, thus gaining strength through them all so that
finally she can say, " . . .

I feel now as if there was noth

ing I could not do, because I want

nothing" (Act II).

She
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is also like Cordelia both in her great devotion to her own
father— she says to Ariadne, " . . .

my own father is all the

world to me" (Act I), and when she has become disillusioned
with everyone else she still believes that her father and
Shakespeare are real (Act III)— and in her devotion to
Captain Shotover, with whom she claims to have made a spirit
ual marriage, though her role in relationship to him is more
like that of a daughter.
On the other hand, however, in her treatment of Mangan
Ellie shows a hardness and coldness and a materialistic bent
which have no counterpart at all in Cordelia.

When Mangan

attempts to break off the engagement between Ellie and him
self because Shotover has insisted that the difference in
their ages makes the match unsuitable, Ellie admits quite
frankly that she wants to marry Mangan for his money, and
then she bullies him and threatens him so that he feels it
is impossible to escape the marriage.

Subsequently, while

Mangan is in a hypnotic trance, she discusses him quite cold
bloodedly with Hesione, referring to him, as Hesione does, as
an "object," and making it quite clear that she has no feel
ing for him at all and that to her he is no more than a means
by which she will acquire the money and power she wants
(Act II)o

Here Ellie certainly is not at all like Cordelia,

but is much like Goneril and Regan, who love neither their
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father nor their husbands, but merely use them to gain
power at the same time that they are contending with one
another for the love of Edmund.

That Shaw intended this

side of Ellie's character to be prominent in her portrayal
is evident from his statement to St. John Ervine that he
chose Ellen O'Malley to play Ellie because she was a strong
"Lady Macbeth" type, not a "sweet little sexual attraction."^
Thus, Ellie is plainly not a completely virtuous character,
as Cordelia is, but she partakes for a time at least of the
selfish and callous natures of Goneril and Regan.
The fact that Ellie's similarity to Goneril and Regan
appears only in one transitory stage of her development,
however, points up another difference between Ellie and
Cordelia:

the fact that Ellie changes and develops through

the course of the play, whereas Cordelia remains essentially
the same in character and personality from the beginning of
the play to her death.

In fact, one of the few plot lines in

Heartbreak House has to do with the education of Ellie
through a series of disillusionments and through the influ
ence of Shotover, whereas in King Lear the principal plot
line has to do with the education of Lear through a series of

^Unpublished Letter, October 28, 1921, Hanely
Collection, University of Texas, quoted by Crompton in
Shaw the Dramatist, p. 252, n. 10.
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disillusionments and through the influence of the Fool and
Cordelia.

Thus, though the Ellie-Shotover relationship and

the Cordelia-Lear relationship are similar in some respects,
there is an important contrast in this reversal of the roles
of learner and teacher.
Shotover's similarities to Lear are perhaps rather
superficial.

Both men are very old--Shotover is eighty-

eight, and, though the specific age of Lear is never given,
his extreme age and white hairs are mentioned again and again
throughout King Lear. Both are irascible and whimsical in
their behavior.

When Nurse Guinness brings tea to the tired

Ellie, Shotover "wrathfully" empties out the cup and the tea
pot into a fire bucket before anyone can protest, merely
because it is a kind of tea of which he does not approve.
When a man who is quite unknown to Shotover wanders into the
house uninvited, Shotover immediately sets about to arrange
a room for the man, responding to the man's protest, "But I'm
afraid you dont know who I am," with the question, "Do you
suppose that at my age I make distinctions between one fellowcreature and another?"

When one of his daughters returns

home after an absence of twenty-three years, he refuses to
recognize her because years ago she married a "numskull" and
left his house, saying that she "would marry anyone to get
away from home."

And he keeps dynamite in a gravel pit with
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the intention of using it "to blow up the human race if it
goes too far” (Act I). While these actions do not have the
drastic results which follow Lear's disowning of Cordelia,
banishing of Kent, and dividing his kingdom between Goneril
and Regan, they are nevertheless fully as rash and whimsical
and reveal an equally irascible temperament.
Shotover is also like Lear in being plagued by two
daughters, but there are a number of differences nevertheless
in their relationships with their daughters.

Shotover does

not give his daughters power over him, as Lear does, nor are
they seeking such power.

Shotover has no illusions about his

daughters, as Lear does before his bitter experiences educate
him.

In discussing his daughters with Hector, Shotover

implies that they are "demons . . . disguised as pretty
daughters” (Act I), and he analyzes quite realistically the
circumstances of his daughters and his sons-in-law:

he knows

that Ariadne is afraid she has no heart since she has never
experienced heartbreak; he knows that Hector is "like a
damned soul in hell" because he is "married right up to the
hilt" and is "at home all day"; and, decrying the futility
of their lives, he tells Ellie, "I see my daughters and their
men living foolish lives of romance and sentiment and snob
bery" (Act II). Another difference in the relationships of
Lear and Shotover with their daughters is that though both
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repudiate a daughter, Lear repudiates a "good” daughter,
Cordelia, whereas Shotover rejects a daughter who finds her
parallel in one of the '’evil11 daughters, Goner il and Regan.
In spite of these differences in their relationships with
their daughters, however, there is nevertheless an obvious
similarity in the fact that both men do have two daughters
who are the source of much trouble to them.
In addition to the fact that both pairs of daughters
trouble their fathers, there are other evident parallels
between Hesione and Ariadne, on the one hand, and Goneril
and Regan, on the other.

The Shotover daughters are like the

wicked Lear daughters in their coldness and hardness of heart
and in their manipulation of others simply as pawns or
"objects" by which they can achieve their ownpurposes.

The

fact that their purposes are not the same as those of the
Lear daughters keeps their actions from being similar, but
certainly the hardness of heart of the Shotover daughters
does on occasion seem great enough to allow them to turn
their aged father out in a wild storm, put out the eyes of
an enemy, or commit murder,

as the wicked Lear daughters do.

As indicated above, Hesione refers to Mangan, with whomshe
has just been carrying on a flirtation, as a "thing," -a
"creature," and an "object," and by her subsequent surprise
at learning that he has a heart that can break and that he
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has a given name other than "Boss," she reveals the fact that
she has never thought of him as a human being at all.

Fur

ther, when Nurse Guinness thinks she has killed Mangan, and
before it has become clear that he is not dead, Hesione only
laughs

at the news (Act 11).

Her coldbloodedness is also

evident in her suggestion, when the family is in need of
money and Captain Shotover can think of no more deadly inven
tions to sell, that he adapt his harpoon cannon for use in
warfare:

"You fire the harpoon out of a cannon.

It sticks

in the enemy's general; you wind him in; and there you are"
(Act I).

That Ariadne is equally hardhearted is indicated by

her constant suggestions that her husband could solve the
problems of civilization if he were simply given the power to
have everyone beaten who would not act as he thought proper.
The Shotover daughters, however, are not in pursuit of
political power, the pursuit which led the Lear daughters into
their evil actions, but are instead in pursuit of sexual
power over men, a power which they seek merely for their own
entertainment and diversion.

In their lack of concern about

the morality of their sexual adventures, however, they dis
play an attitude much like that displayed by Goneril and
Regan in their advances to Edmund.

The minute Ariadne is

left alone with her brother-in-law Hector, whom she has just
met for the first time, she begins to flirt with him.

Though

she has an enormous desire for respectability, she immediate
ly makes it clear that to her respectability simply means
keeping up the proper appearances and that as long as those
appearances are kept up she will very much enjoy having a
love affair with Hector.

"I am a woman of the world,

Hector,” she tells him, "and I can assure you that if you
will only take the trouble always to do the perfectly correct
thing, and to say the perfectly correct thing, you can do
just what you like.”

Then, having made certain it is under

stood between them that they are only playing a game, she
invites him to kiss her.

In the meantime,

Hector's wife,

Hesione, quite undisturbed by this dalliance between Hector
and Ariadne, deliberately sets out with the announced inten
tion of "fascinating” Mangan, who is engaged to Ellie (Act I).
In this flirtation she has the additional purpose of saving
Ellie from what she considers to be an unsuitable marriage,
but the skill and ease with which she accomplishes her pur
pose shows the practiced hand.

Moreover, in response to

Ellie's request that she drop her siren role, Hesione re
plies, "Very well . . . .

But I warn you that when I am nei

ther coaxing and kissing nor laughing, I am just wondering
how much longer I can stand living in this cruel, damnable
world" (Act II).

Thus, she openly admits that her love

affairs have nothing to do with love but are intended to

215
serve as mere diversions for her.
Nevertheless, these love affairs, which are thus mere
diversions to Hesione and Ariadne, cause real suffering to
the men involved.

Immediately upon first kissing Ariadne,

Hector finds himself trapped by her "diabolical" fascination,
calls himself "Fool!" and "Goat!" and declares that it is
hell for him to be fascinated by her because he really hates
her.

He refers to both Hesione and Ariadne as "vampire

women, demon women" (Act I) and says, "That poor devil up
stairs with his flute ^Randall Utterword} howls when she
[AriadneJ twists his heart, just as Mangan howls when my wife
twists his" (Act III).
The freedom with which the Shotover daughters enter into
these extra-marital love affairs and their callous disregard
of the effects which these affairs have on the people in
volved are certainly reminiscent of the attitudes of the two
wicked Lear daughters toward their respective love affairs
with Edmund.

One important difference in this regard is

introduced, however, when Mangan causes Hesione to realize
what she has done and to feel shame over it, a feeling which
is utterly foreign to the wicked Lear daughters.

When

Mangan has awakened from the hypnotic trance in which he has
overheard Hesione referring to him as an object of disgust
whom she was merely fascinating in order to save Ellie from
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marrying him, he says to Hesione:
I shant forget, to my dying day, that when you
gave me the glad eye that time in the garden,
you were making a fool of me. That was a
dirty low mean thing to do. You had no right
to let me come near you if I disgusted you.
. . . There are things no decent woman would'
do to a man--like a man hitting a woman in
the breast.
This speech causes Hesione to see the cruelty and inhumanity
of her actions, which she has apparently never been made
aware of before, and she admits:
I was ashamed for the first time in my life
when you said that about hitting a woman in
the breast, and I found out what I'd done.
My very bones blushed red. Youve had your
revenge, Boss.
That Ariadne also is capable of such an awakening of feeling
for others is suggested by Shotover's reassuring remark to
her when she is worried whether she has no heart to break,
"if you had no heart how could you want to have it broken,
child?" (Act II).

Needless to say, Goneril and Regan never

experience any such feelings.

When Albany accuses Goneril

of cruelty to Lear and to Gloucester, she simply retaliates
by calling him a "milk-livered man" and a "moral fool" and
accusing him of a lack of "manhood" (IV.ii), and subse
quently, when Albany faces her holding the intercepted letter
which she had written asking Edmund to kill Albany and take
his place as her husband, Goneril retorts boldly to his accu
sation, " . . .

the laws are mine, not thine. / Who can
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arraign me for 't?" (V.iii).

In this important regard, then,

a difference between the Shotover daughters and the wicked
Lear daughters is introduced, one which shows that the
Shotover daughters are not inherently evil, as are the Lear
daughters, and that they are capable of changing and improv
ing, as the Lear daughters are not.
The parallel between Hector and Albany has already been
suggested by the discussion above of Hesione1s treatment of
Hector.

Hector is weak, as is Albany, and his moral fiber is

no more able to withstand the force of his wife's personality
than is Albany's.

Thus, though both are men of good inten

tions, their intentions are overwhelmed

and brought to

naught by the forcefulness of their wives.

Hector, who

dreams of doing great deeds, and in fact does them when the
occasion presents itself, nevertheless spends his life as a
parasite, a "lapdog" in his wife's household (Act I), wearing
colorful Arabian clothes because his wife "makes" him wear
them (Act II), and having no occupation but to carry on
flirtations with other women, some of whom his wife deliber
ately. invites to her home in the hope that he will develop a
grand passion for one of them (Act I).

He complains inces

santly about "this slavery of men to women" (Act II); con
stantly refers to his wife and her sister as "demons";
invokes heaven, in a phrase reminiscent of Albany's "fall and
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cease," to "fall and crush" these "women! women! women!” who
are tormenting man (Act II); and declares that "there is some
damnable quality in them Qshotover's daughter^ that destroys
men's moral sense, and carries them beyond honor and dis
honor" (Act I); but he does nothing to free himself from
their enervating influence.

Similarly, Albany follows his

wife's lead in everything, allowing his own better judgment
to be overruled by her bold evil.

When Goneril first demands

that Lear reduce the number of his attendant knights, Albany
starts to protest feebly, "I cannot be so partial, Goneril, /
To the great love I bear you— " but she interrupts him scorn
fully, "Pray you, content," insists that her actions are
needful and proper, and ridicules his "milky gentleness,"
with the result that he gives up his protest with the weak
comment, "Well, well, the event" (I.iv).

His subsequent

attempts to protest her actions are no more successful,
though he grows more angry and though he calls her a "devil"
and a "fiend" (IV.ii).

Thus, though Hector and Albany have

little else in common--Hector's daydreaming, for example, and
his philandering have no counterpart in Albany— they are
alike in their weak subjection to the wills of their wives.
Ariadne's husband, Hastings, does not appear in
Heartbreak House at all, but it may be possible, as is sug
gested by Meisel in the paragraph quoted on page 204 above,
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that Ariadne's constant references to his repressive rule of
colonial peoples by physical force are intended to create a
parallel with Cornwall's brutal treatment of those in subjec
tion to him, including Gloucester when Gloucester violates
his edict that no one may give aid to Lear.
There can certainly be no question that some of the
actions of Mangan are intended to recall similar actions on
the part of Lear.

A parallel to Lear's symbolic attempt to

tear off all his clothes at the sight of the near-naked Edgar
on the heath is Mangan's symbolic attempt to remove all his
clothes so that his physical nakedness will match the moral
nakedness to which he feels the inhabitants of Heartbreak
House are reducing themselves.

Further, driven wild by

Hesione's tormenting him and by the eccentric behavior of
Shotover, Ariadne, and Ellie, Mangan resolves to leave
Heartbreak House in an action somewhat like Lear's departure
from Gloucester's castle after Regan's cruelty to him.
Ellie even suggests that he spend the night on the heath,
offering him her raincoat to lie on (Act III).

In no other

significant respect, however, does Mangan seem to be much
like Lear.

Though, like Lear, he is a man of wealth and

power, he does not divest himself of that wealth and power,
as Lear does.

And though, like Lear, he goes through many

tormenting experiences which are potentially educative, and
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suffers a number of disillusionments, he does not seem to
learn anything that makes any significant change in him, as
Lear certainly does.

Thus, the resemblances between Mangan

and Lear seem to be less important than the differences be
tween the two.
The foregoing analysis of parallels between characters
in King Lear and Heartbreak House seems to indicate that in
many cases the characters are similar mainly in superficial
details, not in fundamental traits, and consequently that the
parallels are designed principally to call attention to the
relationship between the two plays.
icance

Perhaps of deeper signif

to the interpretation of Heartbreak House, however,

are certain parallels in situation, technique, and theme
which exist between it and King Lear.
For example, on occasion characters in both plays ex
press the idea that the heavens will rain down destruction
on the erring mortals on earth.

Albany's "Fall and cease"

and Hector's "Fall and crush" have already been mentioned.
In addition, Lear imagines that the storm on the heath is the
means by which the gods seek to punish their enemies on
earth;
Let the great gods,
That keep this dreadful pother o'er our heads,
Find out their enemies now. (Ill.ii)
When Albany hears of the cruelty of Goneril, Regan, and
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Cornwall to Lear and Gloucester, he declares:
If that the Heavens do not their visible spirits
Send quickly down to tame these vile offenses,
It will come.
Humanity roust perforce prey on itself,
Like monsters of the deep,
and when he subsequently hears of Cornwall's death he inter
prets it as evidence that heaven has indeed sent down its
punishment:

"This shows you are above, / You justicers"

(IV.ii).
Similarly, in Heartbreak House when Hesione first hears
a distant humming noise in the sky and asks what it can be,
Hector replies:
Heaven's threatening growl of disgust at us
useless futile creatures . . . . I tell you,
one of two things must happen. Either out
of that darkness some new creation will come
to supplant us as we have supplanted the
animals, or the heavens will fall in thunder
and destroy us.
And as the bombs begin to fall, Shotover exclaims, "Stand
by, all hands, for judgment" (Act III).

In both plays the

repetition of this thought creates an atmosphere of threat
ening doom hanging over the heads of the characters and
brought on them by their own sins, whether of omission or
commission.
There is also a parallel of situation and theme in the
insistence of both Lear and Ariadne that they be given the
outward shows of affection.

Lear plans the division of his
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kingdom among his three daughters as a public ceremony pre
cisely so that he can receive from his daughters a public
declaration of their love for him, and though he knows per
fectly well that Cordelia loves him he becomes violently
enraged over her refusing to demean that love by giving it a
public utterance in a contest with her sisters to see which
of them can give the most extravagant expression of love as
the purchase price of a share of the kingdom.

Like Lear,

Ariadne also shows a desire to be given public expressions of
affection, though in her case the desire seems to arise, not
from any real affection for the people from whom she wants
these expressions,

but merely from the desire that the prop

er and respectable forms of behavior le observed.

Therefore,

she demands that Hesione kiss her, and when Hesione asks,
"What do you want to be kissed for?" she replies, "I dont
want £o be kissed; but I do want you to behave properly and
decently.

We are sisters.

three years.

We have been separated for twenty-

You ought to kiss me" (Act I).

In each case,

then, importance is placed upon the public carrying out of
proper forms, rather than on the sincerity or lack of sincer
ity of feeling behind those forms.
Related to this concern for the public carrying out of
proper forms are themes which in both plays are developed
through the gradual stripping away of social facades.

In
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King Lear this theme has to do with the difference between
"unaccommodated man,” that "poor, bare, forked animal"
(Ill.iv), and man

enhanced by all the trappings of his

social, economic, and political status.

For example, part of

Lear's education through disillusionment consists in learning
that authority is vested in a position, not in the individual
man who holds that position.

This truth is brought home to

Lear as he discovers that all the powers and perquisites
which he had come to think of as an inherent part of himself
are instead elements of the position of king, elements which
he gave away when he gave that position away.

Only gradually

does Lear become aware— through the stripping away first of
the courteous and respectful treatment to which he has been
accustomed, next of ever-increasing numbers of his retinue
until he is left with none at all, and finally of even a
roof over his head— that by giving away his position he has
indeed reduced himself to the level of a natural man outside
society who has no acknowledged political or economic status
to offer him power or even protection.

Having learned this

hard lesson, Lear sees in a watchdog "the great image of
authority," since "a dog's obeyed in office" and can chase
away a beggar through the power of his position as a watchdog
(IVoVi).

Conversely, in Edgar, who in his feigned insanity

wanders about nearly naked, unprotected even from the
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elements, Lear now sees the very image of helpless natural
man without even the clothes which reflect and identify his
status as a member of society (Ill.iv).

Therefore, Lear

begins to tear off his own clothes to symbolize his recogni
tion that he has reduced himself to the same lack of status
as Edgar.
In Heartbreak House this stripping away of the social
facade takes a slightly different form and has a slightly
different meaning.

In this play Mangan appears at first to

be a man of wealth, and hence a man of power and authority.
As his pretenses are stripped away, however, it is gradually
revealed that Mangan actually has no money and no factories
or industries of his own (Act III), nor does he have any
managerial ability.

Mazzini Dunn declares that Mangan_knows

nothing about machinery and not only has no ability to manage
the employees of the factories which are popularly supposed
to be his, but is actually afraid of them (Act II).

The only

function he performs in connection with MhisM industries is
to secure the capital for financing them and the managerial
personnel to operate them.

Furthermore, in the government

position to which he is appointed because of his supposed
ability as a "practical business man" his only achievement
is to sabotage the work of other governmental departments so
that their records will not look any better than that of his

225
own department.

Nevertheless, money and power flow to him

simply because people believe that he is a great captain of
industry.

Thus, the mere belief by other people that he has

money and power gains him that money and power, because it
enables him to borrow money to invest in businesses and indus
tries and gains him appointments to important positions in
government (Act III).

Paradoxically, then, though his posi

tion is a mere pretense, nevertheless, its acceptance by
people as a reality gives it reality and

in so doinggives

it all the authority of a real position.
That Mangan's situation is not unique in this respect,
but, quite the contrary, that he is representative of a type,
is suggested by Mazzini Dunn, who is the first to reveal the
falsity of Mangan's pretenses.

Dunn manifests great surprise

at Hesione's "romantic ideas of business" in her entirely
erroneous conception of a typical captain of industry, and
he assures her that all so-called captains of industry are
frauds like Mangan (Act II).
A person so situated obviously has to live in fear of
the stripping away of pretenses because that would spell ruin
for him.

Hence, Mangan sets great store

by pretenses of all

kinds, including the social pretenses which

he feels are

necessary to maintain "respectability," and he is horrified
by the utter frankness of most of the inhabitants of
i
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Heartbreak House.

When they all question him about his

income and discuss the importance of that income to the
problem of whether or not Ellie should marry him, and when
they admit quite openly such facts as that Ariadne's hair is
dyed, he begins to take off his clothes, asserting that if
they are all going to strip themselves naked morally they
might as well also strip themselves naked physically, and
asking "How are we to have any self-respect if we don't keep
it up that we're better than we really are" (Act III).
Unable to stand life without social and economic pre
tenses, Mangan declares his intention of leaving Heartbreak
House and going back to the city, where he is "respected and
made much of."

In response to this declaration all the in

habitants of Heartbreak House ask him to think of what he
will lose if he leaves, Captain Shotover's contribution
being, "Think of this garden in which you are not a dog bark
ing to keep the truth out!" (Act III).
line serves a number of purposes.

The image in this

It recalls Mangan's dog-

in-the-manger attitude in trying to sabotage the success of
other government departments because he lacks the ability to
make his own department successful.

It stresses the complete

dependence of Mangan's political, economic, and social posi
tion in the city on his keeping out the truth about himself,
and links this concept to the concept in King Lear that
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"a dog's obeyed in office," thus implying not only that
Mangan's position is fraudulent but also that Mangan, who
holds that position, is comparable to a dog, a worthless
creature.

(Mangan, himself, in revealing that he owns none

of "his" industries, called his career as an industrial pro
moter "a dog's life.")

In addition, the image in Shotover's

remark recalls the image in the Fool's remark early in King
Lear that "Truth's a dog must to kennel," a statement made in
reply to Lear's threat to have him whipped because he called
Lear a fool for giving his kingdom away to his daughters
(I.iv).

This statement is made to Lear at a time when Lear

has not yet realized that he has lost his authority but is
beginning to receive some faint intimations of that truth.
Hence, the resemblance of Shotover's remark to this remark
of the Fool serves to emphasize the fact that Lear and Mangan
are alike in occupying positions which will not stand the
light of truth:

Lear tries to keep out the truth because he

wants to cling to a false belief that he still retains
authority, and Mangan must keep out the truth if he is to
retain his authority, because that authority has been
acquired under false pretenses.
Thus, by using in Heartbreak House two techniques used
in King Lear--the gradual unmasking of truth as artificially
acquired characteristics and social pretenses are stripped
from a man and the use of similar imagery relating dogs to
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authority and to truth--Shaw emphasizes the somewhat contra
dictory nature of the themes which these techniques illumi
nate in the two plays.

In King Lear the stripping away of

social trappings reveals the value of the present system of
authority and status; in Heartbreak House the stripping away
of pretenses reveals the unsound premises on which the pres
ent power structure rests.

In King Lear the image of the dog

who is obeyed in authority is not linked to the image of the
dog which represents truth and must be whipped to the kennel;
on the contrary, the dog in authority may be doing a good
service in barking at a prowler.

But in Heartbreak House the

notions of authority and truth are not only linked in the dog
image but are shown to be in opposition to each other: the
dog in authority is barking to keep the truth out.
In King Lear the principal theme which these techniques
illustrate is that without the trappings of society man is a
powerless and helpless being and that consequently the struc
tures of rank and authority which society offers man are a
positive good which he abandons only to his own peril. A
corollary to this theme, obviously, is that for a good
society man must make certain that the positions of authority
are not given over to those who will use them corruptly and
viciously.

In Heartbreak House the theme illustrated by

these techniques is somewhat similar to this corollary but
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contrasts with the principal theme which these techniques
illustrate in King Lear. The revelation of the hollowness of
Mangan's position, of his total lack of ability, and of the
way in which he abuses the authority of his position suggests
that the power structures of society are false and that only
by destroying power structures based on false pretenses and
substituting a system in which a man's actual abilities can
be determined and authority meted out to men on the basis of
such abilities can a good society be achieved.

Furthermore,

the fact that Mangan is destroyed at the end of the play
without ever having achieved any understanding of himself or
his society through his sufferings at Heartbreak House rein
forces the idea that the whole system which he represents
cannot simply be repaired but must be destroyed and replaced.
On the other hand, although Lear dies at the end of his play,
he has learned through his experiences to understand himself
and also his role and duty as king, and the social framework
which he represented for his lifetime! continues undisturbed,
with the forces of good, represented by Albany, restored to
power in that framework.

Thus, in Heartbreak House, though

the need for a power structure in society is not denied, the
basis of the existing power structure is condemned, whereas
in King Lear the soundness and value of the existing power
structure are upheld and only the present holders of the
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positions of authority and the king who allowed them to gain
those positions are condemned.

Again, Shakespeare upholds

traditional forms and beliefs, whereas Shaw attacks them and
suggests that they must be replaced through the efforts of
men of creative ability.
Another important theme developed by both plays is that
of social responsibility.

Of course, Lear's action in giving

up his power as king and dividing it between two of his
daughters in itself shows that he has lost his sense of
responsibility to his kingdom, and one of the lessons that he
subsequently learns
he had

through his sufferings is that evenwhile

the power of a king he gave

too little attentionto

the needs of the common people of his kingdom.

Shut out in

the stormy night by Goneril and Regan, he at first complains
only of his own sufferings, but gradually he comes to think
of the sufferings of others, pitying the Fool and urging him
to seek shelter in the hovel which they have found on the
heath, while Lear stays outside to utter a prayer which re
veals a sudden awareness of the plight of many of the poor of
his kingdom and the responsibilities to these poor which he
has not hitherto recognized:
Poor naked wretches, wheresoe'er you are,
That bide the pelting of
this pitiless storm,
How shall your houseless
heads and unfed sides,
Your looped and windowed raggedness, defend you
From seasons such as these? Oh, I have ta'en
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Too little care of this! Take physic, pomp.
Expose thyself to feel what wretches feel,
That thou mayst shake the superflux to them
And show the Heavens more just. (Ill.iv)
As A. C. Bradley has pointed out, Gloucester learns the same
lesson about social responsibility through his sufferings and
gives voice to the lesson in a similar speech:
Here, take this purse, thou whom the Heavens1
plagues
Have humbled to all strokes. That I am wretched
Makes thee the happier. Heavens, deal so still!
Let the superfluous and lust-dieted man,
That slaves your ordinance, that will not see
Because he doth not feel, feel your power quickly.
So distribution should undo excess
And each man have enough. (IV.i)-*
And, at least in the case of Gloucester, the point is made
that part of the reason he has neglected his social respon
sibilities is that he has spent his time in the pursuit of
personal pleasures, Edmund being living evidence of his
having done so.
The inhabitants of Heartbreak House, except for Shotover
himself, have also spent their lives in the indulgence of
their personal desires for pleasure, giving no attention to
their responsibilities to the society of which they are a
part.

As indicated earlier, Hesione admits to Ellie that

her love affairs provide her with an escape from "this cruel,

5Shakespearean Tragedy (New York:
Library, 1968) pp. 243-44, n. 8 .

Fawcett World
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damnable world."

It apparently never occurs to her that*

instead of trying to escape that world, she should bend her
energies toward some attempt to improve it.

Hector, who has

no occupation and no purpose in life except to daydream about
heroism and to indulge in love affairs with women other than
his wife, recognizes that he and all the other inhabitants of
Heartbreak House are "useless futile creatures" and considers
their case so hopeless and irremediable that they must either
be supplanted by a "new creation" or else utterly destroyed
(Act III). Ariadne condemns Randall because "he is too lazy
and pleasure-loving to hunt and shoot" and instead "strums
the piano, and sketches, and runs after married women, and
reads literary books and poems," and "actually plays the
flute," but she herself merely advocates substituting for
these pleasures the pleasures of hunting and shooting while
her husband solves the problems of the kingdom by keeping
"the natives" down under an iron rule (Act III).

And just

before the bombs fall, bombs which symbolize the war which
has been brought upon them simply because nothing was done
to prevent it, Hesione says to Hector and Mangan, " . . .

we

live and love and have not a care in the world" (Act III).
But at least some of the inhabitants of Heartbreak
House learn the lesson of social responsibility.
recognizes that

Hector

233
. o . this cant last. We sit here talking,
and leave everything to Mangan and to chance
and to the devil . . . . It's madness: it's
like giving a torpedo to a badly brought up
child to play at earthquakes with. (Act III)
And Captain Shotover points out that "Every drunken skipper
trusts to Providence.

But one of the ways of Providence with

drunken skippers is to run them on the rocks."

Therefore, he

tells Hector, the business of an Englishman is to "Learn it
£navigationJ and live; or leave it and be damned" (Act III).
Thus, both Hector and Shotover voice their conviction that
the people of Heartbreak House can no longer let the country
drift while they pursue their own pleasures, but must instead
devote their efforts to giving the country a proper direc
tion.

Like Lear and Gloucester, they have learned the impor

tance of assuming their responsibilities to society. Clearly,
there is no difference between Shakespeare's and Shaw's views
on this theme.
Probably the most important similarity between the two
plays is in the theme of education through disillusionment
and heartbreak.

It is through suffering disillusionment with

others and consequent heartbreak that Lear and Gloucester in
King Lear and Ellie in Heartbreak House learn the lessons
they need to learn.

Through the sufferings imposed upon him

by two of his daughters Lear learns how wrong he was to trust
their glib flatteries above the blunt honesty of Cordelia,
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who truly loved him.

Through the sufferings to which Edmund

has betrayed him, Gloucester learns how wrong he was to trust
the glib lies of Edmund and to doubt the love of Edgar. These
sufferings endured in the play are repeatedly expressed in
terms of the breaking of someone's heart.

For example, when

Lear has just been informed by both Goneril and Regan that
they will not allow him to retain even one of his attendant
knights, but will make him totally dependent on his own
daughters and their attendants, he says:
I have full cause of weeping, but this heart
Shall break into a hundred thousand flaws
Or ere i'll weep.
(II.iv)
And during the storm on the heath, when Kent is trying to
induce the distracted Lear to take shelter in a hovel, Lear,
who wants to be left alone in his sufferings, asks him, "Wilt
break my heart?" to which Kent replies "I had rather break
mine own" (Ill.iv).
Ellie also suffers a series of disillusionments in the
course of Heartbreak House, and for her, too, these disil
lusionments, which are often expressed in terms of heart
break, are the means to her learning.

The first of these

disillusionments is that of learning that the man she is in
love with is a married man and an accomplished liar and that
all his marvelous stories of adventure and heroism are com
plete fabrications.

Though she expresses fear that her heart

is broken over this disillusionment, Hesione assures her,
"it's only life educating you'.'

(Act I).

And certainly this

experience does educate her, teaching her not to be ruled by
romantic illusions but to take instead a very hard-boiled,
realistic attitude toward life.

Having learned this lesson,

she sets out very deliberately to marry Mangan for his money
and power, only to learn that he too is a fraud and his
money and power are largely pretenses.

Later, impressed by

the wisdom and strength of character of Shotover, she decides
to become his spiritual wife, only to learn that the source
of his strength is rum.

By weathering each one of these

experiences, however, she gains spiritual fortitude, so that
when Shotover asks her, "Are you one of those who are so
sufficient to themselves that they are only happy when they
are stripped of everything, even of hope?" she can reply, "It
seems so; for I feel now as if there was nothing I could not
do, because I want nothing" (Act II).
Thus, in both plays disillusionment and heartbreak are
good because they are educative.

In King Lear, however, the

disillusionment and heartbreak also have results which are
far from good.

They lead Gloucester to what Shaw describes

as "the idle despair that shakes its fist impotently at the
skies, uttering sublime blasphemies, such as
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As flies to wanton boys are we to the gods:
They kill us for their sport.1'**
And they lead Lear himself to the escapism of
We two alone will sing like birds i' the cage.
When thou dost ask me blessing, i'll kneel down
And ask of thee forgiveness. So we'll live,
And pray, and sing, and tell old tales, and laugh
At gilded butterflies, and hear poor rogues
Talk of Court news. And we'll talk with them too,
Who loses and who wins, who's in, who's out,
And take upon's the mystery of things
As if we were God's spies. And we'll wear out,
In a walled prison, packs and sects of great ones
That ebb and flow by the moon. (V.iii)
Here all the lessons which Lear has supposedly learned about
his responsibilities to his kingdom are completely abandoned,
and he looks forward to a peaceful and happy life alone with
his devoted Cordelia, away from the troubled life of one in
authority.
Furthermore, in King Lear heartbreak is associated not
only with learning, but also with death.
father's death with the words, " . . .

Edgar describes his

his flawed heart . . .

'Twixt two extremes of passion, joy and grief, / Burst
smilingly," and Kent, on seeing Lear die, exclaims, "Break,
heart, I prithee break*"

(V.iii).

In these experiences

there is no learning, no gain, associated with the heartbreak,
but merely purposeless suffering.

^Preface to Three Plays by Brieux, Complete Prefaces,
201.
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In Heartbreak House, on the other hand, disillusionment
and heartbreak are entirely good.

It is only through such

experiences that one gets beyond the search for personal hap
piness and learns to devote oneself to larger causes. -Thus
Ellie says, "When your heart is broken, your boats are
burned:

nothing matters any more.

It is the end of happi

ness and the beginning of peace" (Act 11).^

And for this

reason Ellie names the Shotover house "Heartbreak House":
"this silly house, this strangely happy house, this agonizing
house, this house without foundations . . . .
House" (Act III).

Heartbreak

The inhabitants of this house are living

in a world of unfounded illusions, and only the experience
of heartbreak will make them abandon their search for
personal happiness and bring them face to face with reality,

^Thus, Stanley Weintraub's conclusion that "At play's
end the three daughters (for Ellie is 'adopted') . . . in
Heartbreak House live and thrive in their open cynicism and
their absorption in self-interest" (p. 64) does not seem
to be valid as far as Ellie is concerned. On the other
hand, Weintraub quite rightly points out that one of the
important differences between Shotover and Lear is that Lear,
in giving up his kihgdom, was seeking to put his own personal
happiness above his responsibilities to his kingdom, whereas
Shotover fears and resists happiness because he believes it
comes only when one yields to self-indulgence and retires
into a dream world instead of leading an active life fighting
hardships and striving to fulfill a purpose beyond one's own
pleasure (pp. 66-67).
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particularly the reality of the necessity for their taking
responsible action to improve the society of which they are
a part.
It is apparently this difference in the reactions of
the characters to heartbreak and disillusionment which led
Shaw to consider his play an answer to the pessimism of King
Lear.

Though in "Better than Shakespear?” he said that "no
Q

man will ever write a better tragedy than Lear,"

neverthe

less Shaw attacked King Lear again and again for its pessi
mism and despair, not only in the passage cited on page 236
above from the Preface to Three Plays by Brieux, but also
in the Preface to The Shewing Up of Blanco Posnet, where he
describes King Lear as a "blasphemous libel" which contains
"perhaps the most appalling blasphemy that despair ever
u t t e r e d , a n d in a review of Frank Harris's book and play
about Shakespeare, where he speaks of "the blasphemous
despair of Lear."^®

Moreover, as discussed in Chapter Two

above, page 61, in Shakes versus Shay Shav offers his
Heartbreak House as an answer to King Lear, and to Shakes'

^Complete Plays With Prefaces, III, Ivi.
9Ibid., V, 228.
•^The Nation, December 10, 1910, reprinted in Shaw on
Shakespeare, p. 208.
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objection that he also had written about heartbreak Shav
replies "You were not the first / To sing of broken hearts.
I was the first / That taught your faithless Timons how to
mend them," thus implying that on the question of heartbreak
which looms so large in both plays Heartbreak House opposes
optimism to the pessimism of Shakespeare's Lear and Timon of
Athens.
To be sure, Shaw's Heartbreak House has also been
accused of pessimism,H but these accusations hardly seem
valid.

Certainly the education of Ellie through disillusion

ment and heartbreak leads to a very positive result when she
says, "I, Ellie Dunn, give my broken heart and my strong

1^-See, for example, Robert W. Corrigan, "Heartbreak
House: Shaw's Elegy for Europe," Shaw Review, 2 (Sept.
1959), 5-6, and Michael J. Mendelsohn, '*The Heartbreak
Houses of Shaw and Chekhov," Shaw Review, 6 (Sept. 1963),
89, 93-94, both of whom find in it unrelieved pessimism.
Most critics who comment on its pessimism, however, do find
that it offers some hope to offset that pessimism. Among
such critics are Robert Brustein, "Bernard Shaw: The Face
Behind the Mask," p. 118; Eric Bentley, Bernard Shaw, pp.
140-41; Richard Hornby, "The Symbolic Action of Heartbreak
House," pp. 23-24; Martin Meisel, Shaw and the NineteenthCentury Theater, pp. 320-22; and Robert R. Reed] nBoss
Mangan, Peer Gynt and Heartbreak House," Shaw Review, 2
(Jan. 1959), 12. Weintraub, though he finds much pessimism
and despair in the play, nevertheless sees it as ultimately
optimistic. He calls Shotover a "Bunyanesque hero" and
reminds the reader of Shaw's comparison of Shakespeare and
Bunyan, in which Shaw stresses the optimism with which Bunyan
faces the troubles and despair of life, as opposed to the
pessimism of Shakespeare (pp. 67-68).
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sound soul to its natural captain, my spiritual husband and
second father[shotoverj,M thus joining her youth, strength,
ts

courage^and indifference to personal happiness to his wisdom
and vision, and opposing these combined qualities to the
problems which have been brought upon their country by the
irresponsibility of the inhabitants of Heartbreak House and
the mismanagement of Mangan and his ilk (Act III). Further
more, except for Mangan and the burglar, who have not learned
from their experiences, all of the inhabitants of Heartbreak
House, most of whom have suffered at least some slight awak
ening to reality in the course of the play, face the bombing
courageously.

Mangan and the burglar, the two representa

tives of the faulty capitalistic power structure, are
destroyed; the Church, which has been drifting instead of
heading "for God's open sea," has been destroyed and "the
poor clergyman will have to get a new house"; but the ship,
the nation, which was in danger of splintering on the rocks,
is safe (Act III).

Thus, the corrupt elements of society

have been swept away and in the combined qualities of Ellie
and Shotover the nation is offered the responsible and
capable leadership which will enable it to build a better
society in place of the old one.

Such a conclusion seems

eminently optimistic.
Heartbreak House, then, has many parallels to King Lear

in character, situation, technique, and theme, but it opposes
to the characters of King Lear, who are either inherently
good or inherently evil, more realistic characters who are all
mixtures of both good and evil; it attacks the traditional
concepts of the power structure of society instead of uphold
ing them, as King Lear does; and it opposes to a pessimism
and despair arrived at through disillusionment and heart
break, an optimism about the future arrived at through the
same means.

Again, these differences reflect some of the

major philosophic differences which Shaw conceived to exist
between Shakespeare and himself.

1

CHAPTER VII
THE RELATIONSHIP OF PYGMALION
TO THE TAMING OF THE SHREW
Shaw has himself made a comparison of his own portrayals
of women to those of Shakespeare, a comparison which stresses
the realism of these portrayals by both playwrights.

In the

"Epistle Dedicatory" to Man and Superman, in defense of his
portrayal of Ann Whitefield as a woman in determined pursuit
of a man, Shaw asserts that the "serious business" of women
is procreation and that "men, to protect themselves against
a too aggressive prosecution of the women's business, have
set up a feeble romantic convention that the initiative in
sex business must always come from the man," a convention so
feeble, in fact, that it fools only the very young and inex
perienced, "even in the theatre, that last sanctuary of un
reality."

In support of this thesis Shaw appeals to the

authority of Shakespeare's depictions of women:
In Shakespear's plays the woman always takes
the initiative. In his problem plays and his
popular plays alike the love interest is the
interest of seeing the woman hunt the man
down. She may do it by charming him, like
Rosalind, or by stratagem, like Mariana; but
in every case the relation between the woman
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and the man is the same: she is the pursuer
and contriver, he the pursued and disposed
of . . . . the lady doctor in All's Well That
Ends Well (an early Ibsenite heroine) cap
tures Bertram . . . . I find in my own plays
that Woman, projecting herself dramatically
by my hands (a process over which I assure
you I have no more real control than I have
over my wife), behaves just as Woman did in
the plays of Shakespear.^
That many of Shaw's portrayals of women are indeed like
Shakespeare's in this regard is so evident as scarcely to
require demonstration.

In Man and Superman the principal

plot line has to do with Ann's pursuit of Tanner and Tanner's
unsuccessful attempts to evade capture.

In The Philanderer

Charteris escapes capture by Julia only at the expense of
much frantic plotting and primarily as a result of the avail
ability of another man whom he is able to throw into her arms
in place of himself.

In Arms and the Man Louka traps Sergius

by tricking him into making a foolish promise, knowing that
his exaggerated sense of honor will not allow him to break
the promise, no matter how silly it is.

In that same play

Raina is at least as aggressive as Bluntschli in pursuing
their love match:

without the slightest encouragement on his

part she smuggles to him a photograph of herself with a
romantic message written on it.

In The Doctor's Dilemma

^Complete Plays With Prefaces, III, 495-96.

Jennifer Dubedat admits that she had to propose to her
husband, who would otherwise never have thought of marrying
ft©r, and that he agreed to the marriage only when she assured
him that she had sufficient money for both of them to live
on.

In Heartbreak House Hesione, Ariadne, and Ellie all

pursue men openly, though only Ellie has marriage in mind,
Hesione and Ariadne already being married.

In The

Millionairess Epifania, the millionairess, is so determined
to marry the Egyptian doctor that she even undergoes a quali
fying test in which she has to earn her own living, unaided
by her millions, for six months; furthermore, once she has
passed that test, she overlooks the fact that the doctor has
not passed the monetary test set up for him, and insists on
his marrying her anyway.
This list of women, however, leaves out many of Shaw's
most prominent female characters who are not in pursuit of
men.

These are self-sufficient women with purposes in life

which supersede marriage.

In this group are such widely

different women as Vivie Warren, of Mrs. Warren1s Profession,
Lady Cicely, of Captain Brassbound1s Conversion, and Saint
Joan, all of whom reject marriage and have careers or other
purposes to fulfill which they feel are more important than
marriage.

Although he found no direct models for such women

in Shakespeare, the fact that Shaw usually referred to
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Helena, of All1s Well That Ends Well, as a lady physician^
suggests his eagerness to find in Shakespeare a model for his
concept of the modern, independent and capable woman who can
fulfill herself in a demanding career or in pursuit of some
other goal than marriage.

Though Shakespeare did portray

many strong women in his plays, it was, however, impossible,
given the age in which he lived, for him to portray any who
came very close to Shaw's conception of the independent
modern woman, a fact which Shaw acknowledged in his corre
spondence with Ellen Terry, to whom he wrote:

"Nothing will

persuade me that Shakespear ever carries a modern woman with
o

him right through . . . . "
An outstanding example of Shaw's portrayal of a modern
woman who becomes independent in a situation similar to one
in which Shakespeare, to Shaw's evident disappointment,

2

See, for example, the quotation above, p. 243; the
February 2, 1895, review of All's Well That Ends Well in
The Saturday Review, reprinted in Shaw on Shakespeare, p. 10;
and The Dark Lady of the Sonnets, where Shaw makes
Shakespeare describe to Queen Elizabeth his "two noble and
excellent plays setting forth the advancement of women of
high nature and fruitful industry even as your Majesty is:
the one a skilful physician, the other a sister devoted to
good works [Isabella, in Measure for Measurej|."
^Ellen Terry and Bernard Shaw: A Correspondence, ed.
Christopher St. John (New York, 1952), p. 16; quoted by
Barbara Bellow Watson, A Shavian Guide to the Intelligent
Woman (New York: W. W. Norton & Co., 1964), p. 20.
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portrays a woman who gives in to the custom of male domina
tion in marriage can be found in Shaw's Pygmalion, whose
basic plot situation is very similar to that of Shakespeare's
The Taming of the Shrew, but whose heroine responds much
differently to the treatment accorded her by the man who
undertakes to make a transformation of her character and
personality.
The similarities in the two plays are readily apparent.
In both plays a man accepts the task of transforming a woman
from one kind of person to another, radically different kind.
In both plays the man who undertakes this task is an over
bearing bully.

Petruchio certainly plays the role of a bully

consistently in his relationship with Kate, and it is,
indeed, the means by which he transforms her from a quarrel
some shrew to a sweet-tempered and obedient wife.

Not only

does he frustrate her every wish, but he subjects her to
mental anguish in the humiliation brought upon her by his
attire and behavior at their wedding and to physical abuse
in causing her horse to dump her into the mud, in preventing
her from sleeping night after night, and in keeping food from
her with the declared intention of starving her into submis
sion.
Though Higgins does not resort to physical abuse, except
for a moment in the last act when he completely loses control
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of himself as a result of Eliza's taunts, he nevertheless
does bully Eliza in every other way, ordering her about in
a very brusque manner without the slightest concern for her
feelings and uttering threats of physical violence which in
the early stages of their acquaintance she takes quite ser
iously.

In the Act II interview in his flat, when Eliza has

first come to inquire about taking elocution lessons from
Higgins, his treatment of her is extremely rude and abusive.
He orders her "peremptorily" to sit down, and when she does
not do so immediately he repeats the order, "thundering" it
at her.

When she interrupts his speculations about the price

she has offered for the lessons, he barks out "Hold your
tongue," and when, as a consequence of those speculations and
of his rudeness, she begins to cry, he threatens, "Somebody
is going to touch you, with a broomstick, if you dont stop
snivelling."

Immediately upon deciding to undertake the

challenge to transform her into a duchess, Higgins begins to
issue orders to Mrs. Pearce about giving Eliza a bath, dis
infecting her, and burning all her clothes, without consult
ing Eliza at all, just as though ^he had nothing to say in
the matter, and as Eliza begins to protest he tells Mrs.
Pearce, "If she gives you any trouble, wallop her."

When

Pickering expresses a mild objection to Higgins' rudeness-"Does it occur to you, Higgins, that the girl has some

feelings?”--Higgins replies, "Oh no, I dont thin^ so.
any feelings that we need bother about."

Not

Subsequently he

adds that Pickering ought to realize from his military ex
perience that there is no use trying to explain matters to
Eliza, who is too ignorant to understand any such explana
tion, and that therefore the proper treatment of her is
simply to "Give her her orders:

thats what she wants."

Furthermore, in Act V Higgins calls Eliza, among other
things, one of the "squashed cabbage leaves of Covent Garden"
and a "damned impudent slut,” and instead of inviting her to
come back to Wimpole Street he orders her to do so:
and come home; and dont be a fool."

"Get up

Thus he demonstrates

that his bullying treatment of her has not changed in the
course of the play, though she has in that time changed into
an entirely different person from what she was at the begin
ning of the play.
Petruchio and Higgins are alike, then, in being bullies,
though they are different in that Higgins does not resort to
physical abuse and in that the motivation behind their bully
ing tactics is different.

Petruchio has deliberately adopted

such tactics in order to "tame" Kate in the same way that he
would tame a falcon, as he reveals in a soliloquy:
Thus have I politicly begun my reign,
And 'tis my hope to end successfully.
My falcon now is sharp and passing empty,
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And till she stoop, she must not be full gorged,
For then she never looks upon her lure.
Another way I have to man my haggard,
To make her come and know her keeper's call,
That is, to watch her, as we watch these kites
That bate, and beat, and will not be obedient.
(IV. i)
On the other hand, Higgins' bullying treatment of Eliza is
merely his natural way of behaving toward people and is not
a special behavior adopted in connection with his task of
transforming Eliza.

On the contrary, as he insists to her,

his behavior toward all people is the same:
The great secret, Eliza, is not having bad
manners or good manners or any other
particular sort of manners, but having the
same manner for all human souls. „ . .
(Act V)
Similarities in the development of the plot include the
fact that in each case a test is set up to determine the
success of the transformation of the woman in question— in
Shakespeare's play the test compares Kate's response to an
order of her husband's with the responses of Bianca and the
Widow to similar orders of their husbands, and in Shaw's play
the test involves passing Eliza off as a duchess at an
ambassador's garden party; in each case there is a wager on
the outcome of the test; and in each case the transformation
of the woman succeeds beyond anyone's expectations and she
passes the test with ease.
There is even a possible parallel in subordinate figures

between Christopher

Sly and Alfred Doolittle, both of whom

provide an implied commentary on the major plot developments
because they undergo transformations of their own in social
status and external circumstances, Sly temporarily and
Doolittle permanently, but these transformations do not in
clude any real changes in the fundamental character or
personality of either.
ity changes in each.

To be sure, there are some personal
Hardin Craig has pointed out that when

Sly becomes convinced that he is really a lord he begins to
speak in blank verse,^ and Robert Heilman asserts that those
who are tricking Sly "hold before him verbal pictures--of
omnipotence, luxury, pleasures--that move him in their own
way toward imaginative acceptance of his high role," at least
of its external circumstances, and that "perhaps he even
accepts the idea of a lordly personality in himself."'*
Doolittle also undergoes some slight personality changes.

He

complains bitterly that he has been forced to take up the
middle class morality which he has always despised and to
accept responsibilities which he has never before recognized.

Shakespeare: A Historical- arid Critical Study with
Annotated Texts of Twenty-one Plays (New York: Scott,
Foresman, 1931), p. 297.
^"introduction" to The Taming of.the Shrew, ed. Robert
B. Heilman (New York: New American Library, 1966), p. xxvi.
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Nevertheless, the personality changes in each are clearly not
very deep.

Sly's main concern in life was apparently in

sensual indulgence before he came to think he was a lord, and
this concern continues unabated.

Before he becomes convinced

that he is a lord, the person who most naturally comes to his
mind when he feels the need of someone to substantiate his
real identity is "Marian Hacket, the fat ale-wife of Wincot,"
to whom he owes fourteen pence for sheer ale.

After he is

convinced that he is a lord, he first calls for "a pot o' th'
smallest ale"; then, upon seeing his supposed wife for the
first time, he asks her to join him in bed immediately; and
when he is denied that request and offered instead the enter
tainment of a play, he falls asleep during its presentation
(Ind. ii).

Thus, he does not seem to have undergone any

fundamental changes in character or personality.

Doolittle,

too, for all his complaints about the changes his unwelcome
prosperity have forced upon him, seems unchanged in manner
and speech, and according to Shaw's epilogue "his wit, his
dustmanship (which he carried like a banner), and his
Nietzchean transcendence of good and evil"^ continued un
changed.

Sly and Doolittle, then, because their trans

formations are mainly in external circumstances and leave

6Complete Plays With Prefaces, I, 286.
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their fundamental characters unchanged, provide contrasting
parallels to the leading women of their plays, who do undergo
fundamental changes in character and personality.
In examining the differences between Shakespeare's and
Shaw's handling of the basic plot of The Taming of the Shrew
and Pygmalion, it is instructive to keep in mind the princi
pal criticisms which Shaw made of The Taming of the Shrew.
In June, 1888, he wrote the Pall Mall Gazette a letter
signed with a woman's name, Horatia Ribbonson, asking "all
men and women who respect one another" to boycott The Taming
of the Shrew; describing Shakespeare's Petruchio as a
"coarse, thick-skinned money hunter, who sets to work to tame
his wife exactly as brutal people tame animals or children-that is, by breaking their spirit by domineering cruelty";
and complaining that Katharine's "degrading speech" to Bianca
and the Widow to the effect that "Thy husband is thy lord,
thy life, thy keeper, / Thy head, thy sovereign . . . " might
have been acceptable to "an audience of bullies" in "an age
when woman was a mere chattel," but should be intolerable to
a modern audience.^

Nine years later Shaw said virtually the

same thing in a Saturday Review article, except that here he

^June 8, 1888, issue of Pall Mall Gazette, reprinted in
Shaw on Shakespeare, pp. 186-87.
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praised the realism of the early acts of the play, particu
larly in the depiction of Petruchio:
The preliminary scenes in which he shews his
character by pricking up his ears at the news
that there is a fortune to be got by any man
who will take an ugly and ill-tempered woman
off her father's hands, and hurrying off to
strike the bargain before somebody else picks
it up, are not romantic; but they give an
honest and masterly picture of a real man,
whose like we have all met. The actual taming
of the woman by the methods used in taming
wild beasts belongs to his determination to
make himself rich and comfortable, and his
perfect freedom from all delicacy in using
his strength and opportunities for that pur
pose. The process is quite bearable, because
the selfishness of the man is healthily goodhumored and untainted by wanton cruelty, and
it is good for the shrew to encounter a force
like that and be brought to her senses.
He complains, however, that Shakespeare was unable to main
tain this realism throughout the play and that the last scene
is so "disgusting to modern sensibility" that "no man with
any decency of feeling can sit it out in the company of a
woman without being extremely ashamed of the lord-of-creation
moral implied in the wager and the speech put into the
woman's own mouth."®
The attitudes toward woman--and toward man, for that
matter— implicit in these criticisms are reflected in the

^Article dated November 6, 1897, reprinted in Shaw on
Shakespeare, pp. 187-88.

'
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differences between Shaw's working out of the Pygmalion plot
and Shakespeare's working out of the plot of The Taming of
the Shrew.

These differences are principally in the methods

by which the woman is transformed and in the final attitudes
of the man and the woman toward each other.
At first glance it may seem that a comparison of the
methods used to transform the women cannot be valid since the
qualities requiring transformation were not of the same kind
in both cases, Kate's case involving a change of such psycho
logical qualities as temper and temperament and Eliza's
involving changes in qualities which seem much more superficial--speech, dress, and awareness of the rules of eti
quette.

It should be noted, however, that although Eliza was

not shrewish at the beginning of her play, she was complete
ly lacking in self-control, very quick to take offense, and
very bad-tempered in her reaction to offenses, real or
imagined, so that a mere change in speech, dress, and super
ficial manners could not have transformed her into a lady.
Like Kate, she too had to learn self-control and considera
tion for others.

Once she has successfully made all the

changes necessary to transform her into a woman who can pass
for a duchess, Eliza herself recognizes that the acquiring
of self-restraint was by far the most important of these
changes.

She speaks slightingly of Higgins' accomplishment
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in teaching her to speak correctly, maintaining that "It was
just like learning to dance in the fashionable way:

there

was nothing more than that in it," and tells Pickering that
her "real education" came from him because he provided her
with the example of self-restraint and consideration for
others:
You see it was so very difficult for me with
the example of Professor Higgins always before
me. I was brought up to be just like him,
unable to control myself, and using bad lan
guage on the slightest provocation. And I
should never have known that ladies and gen
tlemen didnt behave like that if you hadnt
been there. (Act V)
This speech expresses a direct repudiation of the method
by which Shakespeare allows his Petruchio to "tame" Kate,
because it asserts that the example of bad-tempered, uncon
trolled behavior can only bring about behavior of the same
kind in the learner, not a change to sweet-tempered reason
ableness such as Kate exhibits.

Furthermore, as Eliza con

tinues her indirect attack on Higgins' methods through her
praise of Pickering's treatment of her, she insists to
Pickering that the real beginning of her transformation came
with "Your calling me Miss Doolittle that day when I first
came to Wimpole Street.
respect for me."

That was the beginning of self-

This statement is a criticism of Higgins,

who calls her "Eliza" from the first--that is, when he is
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not calling her "this baggage" (Act II), "presumptuous
insect" (Act IV), or the like--but it also recalls the fact
that Petruchio, on first meeting Kate, calls her ’’Kate,"
though, except for her sister, her family and acquaintances
all call her by the more formal "Katherina" or "Katherine."
In addition, Kate herself rebukes Petruchio for calling her
"Kate," asserting that "They call me Katherine that do talk
of me," whereupon he replies with a speech in which he uses
the name "Kate" eleven times in six lines:
You lie, in faith, for you are called plain Kate,
And bonny Kate, and sometimes Kate the Curst;
But Kate, the prettiest Kate in Christendom,
Kate of Kate-Hall, my superdainty Kate,
For dainties are all Kates--and therefore, Kate,
Take this of me, Kate of my consolation: (II.i)
This perverse insistence on using the familiar, informal name
which she has asked him not to use is paralleled by Higgins'
reply to Eliza's request that he call her "Miss Doolittle":
i'll see you damned first" (Act V).

Thus, again, Eliza's

criticism of Higgins' method of dealing with her is also a
criticism of Petruchio's method of dealing with Kate.
Moreover, a repudiation of physical abuse as a means of
dominating a woman's spirit is implied by the fact that in
Pygmalion physical abuse plays no part in transforming Eliza,
but instead appears in the play solely as the feeble, inef
fectual, and unintentional response of Higgins to Eliza's
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freeing of herself from his domination.

When Eliza, real

izing that Higgins will never treat her as she wants to be
treated and therefore searching desperately for some means by
which she can free herself from dependence on him, hits on
the idea of becoming an assistant to a teacher of phonetics
whom Higgins considers a quack, Higgins lays hands on her to
strike her, and is deterred from doing so only by her tri
umphant non-resistance.

Milton Crane construes this loss of

self-control on Higgins1 part as an indication that "his
confusion is complete" and therefore "Galatea has subdued
P y g m a l i o n . T h u s , instead of being the means to domination,
as it is in The Taming of the Shrew, in Pygmalion the resort
to physical abuse is an admission of defeat, a reaction of
frustrated rage to the failure to dominate.
*Tn addition to these differences in the method by which
the transformation of the woman is achieved in each play, the
other major differences in the working out of the plot by the
two playwrights are, of course, in the final attitudes of the
teacher and the learner to one another.

Kate's final atti

tude to Petruchio is shown not only by her instant obedience
to him, but also by the speech which Shaw criticized as

^"Pygmalion: Bernard Shaw's Dramatic Theory and
Practice, p. 884.
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"degrading," a speech in which she says that in a marriage
the husband is the "lord," "king," "governor," "life,"
"keeper," "head," and "sovereign" of the wife and that the
wife owes the husband "Such duty as the subject owes the
prince," and in which she consequently urges her sisters-inlaw to follow her example by placing their hands below their
husbands' feet as a token of their willingness to obey their
husbands (V.ii).

Eliza's final attitude to Higgins is the

direct opposite of Kate's to Petruchio.

She exults in having

achieved her freedom from his domination:
Aha! Thats done you, Henry Higgins, it has.
Now I dont care that (snapping her fingers) for
your bullying and your big talk . . . . Oh, when
1 think of myself crawling under your feet and
being trampled on and called names, when all the
time I had only to lift up my finger to be as
good as you, I could just kick myself. (Act V)
The reference to her former "crawling" under his feet and
"being trampled on" even seems to be a verbal echo of Kate's
reference to placing her hand below her husband's foot as a
token of her submission to him.

Certainly, here, at the con

clusion of Pygmalion, there is a deliberate repudiation of
the idea of male domination of the female which underlies the
theme of The Taming of the Shrew.
Furthermore, that this repudiation is not simply Eliza's
view, but is the view set forth by the play, is suggested by
the fact that Higgins shares it.

Though he has a habit of
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expecting that Eliza— and everyone else, for that matter—
should automatically fall in with his plans because in his
view his plans naturally offer the most proper and sensible
course of action open to everyone, Higgins has never con
sciously desired to make Eliza subservient to him, whereas
Petruchio has, of course, expressly declared that the whole
purpose of his strange and violent behavior is to make Kate
subservient to him.

Indeed, Higgins brands the convention

ally expected acts of subservience on the part of women
toward men as "Commercialism," attempts to buy affection.

He

tells Eliza:
I dont and wont trade in affection. You call
me a brute because you couldnt buy a claim on
me by fetching my slippers and finding my
spectacles. /You were a fool: I think'a
woman fetching a man's slippers is a disgust
ing sight: did I ever fetch your slippers?
I think a good deal more of you for throwing
them in my face. No use slaving for me and
then saying you want to be cared for: who
cares for a slave? If you come back, come
back for the sake of good fellowship . . . .
and if you dare to set up your little dog's
tricks of fetching and carrying slippers
against my creation of a Duchess Eliza, i'll
slam the door in your silly face. (Act V)
And after Eliza has declared her independence of Higgins, he
says:
You damned impudent slut, you! But it's better
than snivelling; better than fetching slippers
and finding spectacles, isnt it? . . . By
George, Eliza, I said I'd make a woman of you;
and I have. I like you like this. (Act V)
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At the conclusion of Pygmalion, then, both Eliza and Higgins
reject the concept of male dominance over women, a concept
which is not only supportedbut actually exalted by the con
clusion of The Taming of the Shrew.
In supporting this concept, The Taming of the Shrew was,
of course, supporting the conventional morality of its own
day, and in rejecting this concept Pygmalion was rejecting
the conventional morality of its own day.

Thus, as usual,

Shaw is opposing an original view of morality to the conven
tional morality which he sees Shakespeare upholding.

Though

he has found Shakespeare both original and realistic in por
traying his women as the pursuers rather than the pursued in
courtship, he has found Shakespeare neither original nor
realistic in his failure to depict women as having qualities
which give them the desire and the ability to be independent
of male domination.

The differences between The Taming of

the Shrew and Pygmalion in the methods of transforming the
leading women and in the man-woman relationships which result
from these transformations again dramatize Shaw's criticisms
of Shakespeare's romanticism and of his failure to create and
espouse an original morality in opposition to the conven
tional morality of his time.

CHAPTER VIII
CONCLUSION
In addition to those analyzed in the preceding chapters,
other parallels between characters, situations, and themes in
the works of Shakespeare and those in the works of Shaw could
be, and indeed have been, suggested.

Robert C. Elliott finds

certain similarities between Bluntschli and Falstaff, in the
fact that Bluntschli carries chocolate instead of cartridges
just as Falstaff carries a bottle of sack in his holster in
stead of a pistol and in the more important matter of their
attitudes toward honor.

In this connection Elliott sees a

parallel in structure between the Hotspur-Falstaff opposition
on the question of honor and the Sergius-Bluntschli opposi
tion on that question:
Just as Falstaff, with his realism and humor,
tests the world of Hotspur (" . . . there's
honour for you," says Falstaff, looking at
the dead body of Sir Walter Blunt. "God keep
lead out of me I I need no more weight than
mine own bowels . . . ."), so Bluntschli, with
his realism and practicality, tests the world
to which Sergius and Raina profess such devo
tion. We quickly learn how flimsy that world
is.1
lnShaw's Captain Bluntschli:
MLN, 67 (Nov. 1952), 461, 463.
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A Latter-Day Falstaff,"
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In addition, Shaw himself has called Mrs. O'Flaherty, of
0 1Flaherty V. C., a "Volumnia of the potato p a t c h , a n d
there are certainly striking similarities between the two
women in their exaggerated patriotism and in their training
of their sons from childhood to be dauntless fighters.

An

equally valid comparison might be drawn between the Countess
of Rousillon, of All's Well That Ends Well, and Mrs. Higgins,
of Pygmalion. Except for the fact that Eliza is not literal
ly an orphan, though she might as well be for all the care
she gets from her father, Shaw's description of the Countess,
in his review of Frank Harris's Shakespeare and His Love,
could just as well be a description of Mrs. Higgins:
Shakespedr has drawn for us one beautiful and
wonderful mother; but she shews all her
maternal tenderness and wisdom for an orphan
who is no kin to her, whilst to her son she
is shrewd, critical, and without i l l u s i o n s . ^
Moreover, Shaw seldom treats the theme of jealousy without
mentioning Othello.

Shaw's How He Lied to Her Husband in

verts the usual treatment of the theme by depicting the hus
band, Teddy Bompas, as not only failing to show jealousy

of

^Preface to O'Flaherty V.C., Complete Plays With
Prefaces, V, 127.
^Review, "Mr. Frank Harris's Shakespear," in the Nation,
Dec. 24, 1910, reprinted in The Collected Works of Bernard
Shaw, XXIX: Pen Portraits and Reviews, Ayot St. Lawrence
Edition (New York, 1932), 126-27.
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his wife's lover, Henry Apjohn, but positively insisting that
he will consider it an insult to Mrs. Bompas if Apjohn does
not love her, and in the Preface to this play Shaw specifi
cally describes the plot as a realistic inversion of the
romantic Othello plot:
Nothing in the theatre is staler than the
situation of husband, wife, and lover, or the
fun of knockabout farce. I have taken both,
and got an original play out of them, as
anybody else can if only he will look about
him for his material instead of plagiarizing
Othello and the thousand plays that have
proceeded on Othello's romantic assumptions
and false point of honor.^
And in Heartbreak House the absurdly and childishly jealous
Randall Utterword is called an Othello by Hector Hushabye
(Act II).
This multiplication of examples certainly seems to indi
cate that Shaw's concern with Shakespeare was not limited
to his Shakespeare criticism, but was in the forefront of his
mind in the writing of many of his own plays.

The fourteen

Shavian plays and playlets considered in this and the pre
ceding chapters cover a period extending over most of Shaw's
career as a playwright:

from 1894, the date of Arms and the

Man, his fourth play; through 1949, the date of Shakes versus
Shav, a year before his death.

Included in this group are

^Complete Plays With Prefaces, V, 763.
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seven of Shaw's major plays:

Arms and the Man (1894), Caesar

and Cleopatra (1898), Man and Superman (1903), Major Barbara
(1907), Pygmalion (1912), Heartbreak House (1919), and Saint
Joan (1924).

That Shaw's use of Shakespearean characters,

situations, and themes was deliberate is suggested in some
cases by the closeness of the parallels which exist between
Shaw's use of the material and its use in the Shakespearean
plays and in other cases by Shaw's own explicit statements
that such parallels were intended.

Furthermore, to Hesketh

Pearson's allegation that one of Shaw's purposes in his
adverse criticisms of Shakespeare in The Saturday Review was
to draw attention to himself, Shaw replied with a vehement
denial and with the assertion that since his own
"Shakespearean output was then unwritten" he had at that
time nothing to call attention to.-*

This description of his

own plays as his "Shakespearean output," whether intended to
cover all or only some of them, strongly suggests that Shaw
consciously intended his plays to be considered worthy suc
cessors to, if not rivals of, those of Shakespeare.
Indeed, Rudolf Stamm's statement that Shaw, in his
Shakespearean criticism and in his refinishing of Cymbeline,

^G.B.S.: A Full Length Portrait, p. 142, n.
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sought to transform Shakespeare into a kind of Ur-Shaw,
might easily be extended to include all of the Shavian plays
considered in this study.

That is, in using Shakespearean

materials Shaw adapted them to his own purposes, and this
adaptation, which, in almost every case, consisted in bring
ing them into line with what Shaw considered to be realistic
modern ideas, implied that the philosophy behind
Shakespeare's handling of this material was primitive and
romantic.

Thus, Shaw's plays embody in dramatic form the

principal adverse criticisms of Shakespeare's works which
Shaw had already made, and continued to make, in critical
articles, prefaces, and other expository forms:

that

Shakespeare usually set forth the conventional morality and
philosophy of his time,

instead of an original morality and

philosophy; that Shakespeare's plays are romantic and pessi
mistic, rather than realistic and optimistic; that, as a
consequence, these plays glorify sexual love, suicide and
self-centered individualism; that the characters in the plays
are motivated in accordance with a romantic, rather than a
realistic, conception of the world; and that the emotional
and rhetorical effects of Shakespeare's blank verse are often
used to hover up an absence of meaning in the plays.
A

"Shaw and Shakespeare," Shakespeare Jahrbuch, 94
(1958), 10.
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In a lecture which he presented to the New Shakespeare
Society on February 29, 1884, a year or so before his own
first attempt at writing a play, Shaw asserted that on first
reading Chapman's Homer Shakespeare recognized it as nothing
more than a series of "accounts of brutal fights with the
combatants Homerized and Chapmanized into heroes and demi
gods."

To Shakespeare, "all the human nature in it seemed

spelt backwards," and consequently he "spelt it forwards,
and resolved to make a correct version of it for the edifi
cation of Chapman," this "correct" version being, of course,
Troilus and Cressida.

It is quite likely that Shaw saw

himself as doing to the Shakespearean material which he
used much the same thing which he here envisioned Shakespeare
as doing to the Homeric material, "correcting," by the sub
stitution of realism for romanticism, the false view of
the world which the Shakespearean plays present, and spelling
forward the human nature which in the Shakespearean plays is
spelled backward.

Shaw described the effects of

Shakespeare's "corrected" version of Homer thus:
Doubtless it washes the paint off many
persons whose natural complexions are
so bad that we can hardly help wishing
that Shakespear had left them as they
were; but the process sets us laughing
and thinking; and it may be doubted
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whether Homer achieved any result comparably
beneficial to this.7
Because Shaw is an optimist, rather than a pessimist, about
human nature as about everything else, and because he does
not have any more belief in totally bad people than in
totally good people, his adaptations of the Shakespearean
material do not present any persons whose natural complexions
are as bad as the foregoing statement implies.

On the other

hand, whether or not they are an improvement upon the
Shakespearean handling of this same material, Shaw's adapta
tions of Shakespearean material do set us to laughing and
thinking, a dramatic effect as rare as it is beneficial.

In

this respect, then, Shaw's "Shakespearean output" can cer
tainly be said to have achieved what for Shaw was the highest
purpose of dramatic art.

7"Shaw's 1884 Lecture on 'Troilus and Cressida,'"
pp. 52, 53.
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